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i n t r o d u c t i o n

The United states is fiercely divided along many lines – political, geographic, racial and socio-

economic – but the political divisions run especially deep. Voters in the two major parties see the 

world differently.1 This polarization has several causes, but it works hand in hand with a decreas-

ingly competitive electoral system that encourages politicians to rally support from their bases 

instead of working across the aisle.

in the United states, both parties claim to champion individual freedoms, but they choose dif-

ferent rights as priorities. for example, democrats, usually liberals, tend to favor abortion rights, 

civil rights and sexual freedoms, while republicans, usually conservatives, defend the rights to 

bear arms and to practice religion as broadly as possible, even if in conflict with others’ per-

ceived rights.

liberals, who dominate the coasts and urban areas, tend to favor government involvement to 

ensure that people’s needs – from hunger to health care – are met and that civil rights are  

protected.

conservatives, who dominate the areas between the coasts, the southeast and more rural 

regions, oppose government overreach and over-regulation. They support tradition, established 

institutions, and law and order, and they tend to favor lower taxes.

in one reflection of partisanship, control of the White House, senate and House of representa-

tives switches from one party to the other usually based on a relatively small number of votes 

because so few voters cross party lines. most seats in congress are “safe” from challengers 

– only eight of 387 members of the House of representatives in contested races in 2016 were 

defeated – so it is the few “flippable” districts and “swing states” that can determine control of 

the legislature.2 likewise, of the more than 120 million votes cast in the 2016 presidential elec-

tion, only about 107,000 votes in three states gave donald Trump an electoral college victory.3 

currently, republicans control both houses of congress and the White House, giving them a 

golden opportunity to pass conservative legislation.

since consensus and cooperation are not rewarded in this system, politicians often attempt to 

appeal to their bases with more extreme policies – and might even encourage system failure if 

they can blame the other side – instead of finding opportunities to compromise. 

frustration with this gridlock is likely responsible for an uptick in the number of independents, 

but because they vote at lower rates than committed partisans, and are not allowed to vote in 

many states’ primary elections, the current process continues to feed entrenched divisions.4 



Perhaps even more than relying on increasingly partisan policies, however, successful ameri-

can politicians become masters of crafting their personae. in the United states, political races 

are almost always popularity contests, with voters invested in candidates’ personal stories and  

family life. Voters often search for candidates who appear to share their values – especially reli-

gious ones – although with their support of Trump, white evangelicals have more recently put 

less emphasis on a candidate’s personal morality.5

Voting in the United states is a highly emotional endeavor for many, something that can be lost 

when looking at traditional polls and quantitative analysis. 

in 2016, the nation faced one of its most emotional and contentious presidential elections in his-

tory. americans of all political stripes were shocked by the results of the election, which seemed 

to defy every predictor and poll. 

The results of the election revealed a deep divide in the country and shed light on pain felt by 

americans on both the right and left, as well as racial anxiety among white voters in the era of 

Barack obama.6 although economic indicators seem to show that the United states has reco-

vered from its 2008 recession, many americans feel left behind. The 2016 election became a 

perfect storm of that economic malaise, discontent with the status quo, fear of the future and 

polarizing political rhetoric.

(in)divisible attempts to explore the causes of this polarization, the divisions felt along not only 

political but also socio-economic, geographic, racial and educational lines. in these pages, 

american voices from across the country and across the political spectrum will explain the very 

real challenges they face on a daily basis and the frustration they feel with the state of their coun-

try. This is not a quantitative survey. instead, the goal of this publication is to allow americans, in 

their own voices, to explain the issues that they care about and their way of thinking about them. 
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c i tat i o n s 



m e t h o d o l o g y

This publication sets out to answer two basic but important questions: What issues do ameri-

cans care about? and why do they care about those issues? 

To answer these questions, we selected five states across the country to focus on: Pennsylvania, 

alabama, Texas, colorado and Washington, traveling to each to conduct interviews. each state 

faces its own challenges but also serves as a representative of its region.

in each state, we spoke with people from urban and rural regions and sought out different socio-

economic, religious, racial/ethnic and political perspectives. in total, more than 125 people 

offered their perspectives for this publication. 

although the people interviewed represent a broad range of perspectives and backgrounds, they 

are not a random sample and therefore this study does not claim to provide concrete quantitative 

findings.

Participants were interviewed individually or as part of focus groups, ranging from 30 minutes 

to several hours. They were contacted in a variety of ways, including through their places of 

work, religious centers and schools. The majority of the interviewees were contacted through 

community centers, which hosted focus groups and facilitated access to regular participants in 

community center activities. 

chapter topics were selected based on the issues that came up most frequently as important 

to those being interviewed. for that reason, topics like foreign policy, which can dominate the 

debate in Washington, were not included. although a handful of those surveyed referenced for-

eign policy, only two listed it as a central concern. other topics, such as employment and immi-

gration, came up frequently and therefore are central elements of the publication.

These interviews barely scratch the surface of the many perspectives that americans, liv-

ing in different circumstances, regions and towns, hold. so while we do not claim that this is 

an exhaustive survey, we hope this collection of voices from around the country can provide  

interesting and instructive qualitative information about the issues americans care most about. 



c o n t e n t s

 1 Polarization    2

 2 media  12

 3 economy  22

 4 Welfare  30

 5 employment 40

 6 education 50

 7 Health care  60

 8 immigration  72

 9 race  82

10 Women  96

11 climate  104

12 Guns  112

  conclusion   119

  acknowledgements   123 
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p o l a r i z at i o n

F a c t s  a n d  F i g u r e s

 A majority of Republicans and a plurality  
 of Democrats see the opposing party as a  
 threat to national well-being

 84 percent of Americans say money has  
	 too	much	influence	in	U.S.	politics

 The average margin of victory for House  
 of Representatives races in 2016 was  
	 37.1	percent

Whether virtual, social or geographic, many ameri-
cans find themselves in so-called echo chambers, su-
rrounded by people and media who voice similar politi-
cal beliefs. 

“my social circle does not include [conservatives]. i don’t 
have family members, for the most part, who have those 
values. and if they do, we just agree to disagree,” says 
Jill Wildenberg, public policy director for the interfaith 
alliance of colorado, a coalition of religious progres-
sives in denver. Her living room is peppered with Hillary 
clinton memorabilia, a reminder of the disappointment 
she still feels about the 2016 election. 

   

  Jill Wildenberg, Denver, Colorado

much of this division is geographic. left-leaning voters 
dominate both coasts and urban areas, while conserva-
tives tend to live in between and in the southeast, often 
in more rural areas. clinton won well over 90 percent of 

the ballots cast in Washington, d.c., for example, where 
donald Trump got just 4 percent of the votes.1 in contrast, 
Trump won 87.8 percent of the votes in cullman county, 
alabama, a rural county in the south.2 This divide means 
that many people living in Washington, d.c., rarely 
come into contact with conservatives who see the world 
differently than they do. it also means that residents of 
cullman county are much more likely to speak to other 
conservatives than to liberals. as the country becomes 
more divided in this way, some americans seek out  
cities, towns and even neighborhoods that have resi-
dents who think the same way they do.

These echo chambers are also a product of the infor-
mation americans consume. speaking for many, Kay 
lacona of santa Teresa, New mexico, laments that 
people, “only read things … that they think [are] right 

1
C H A P T E R

PolarizaTioN iN americaN PoliTics is NoTHiNG NeW, BUT cHaNGes To 

camPaiGN fiNaNce rUles, ParTisaN GerrYmaNderiNG, THe rise of 

HYPer-ParTisaN media aNd eVeN americaNs’ iNcreasiNG TeNdeNcY 

To liVe iN Places WHere mosT PeoPle sHare THeir VieWs – dUBBed 

“THe BiG sorT” – exacerBaTe THe ProBlem.
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“I discuss [politics] much more often with people who think 
like I do. And that’s probably one of the reasons that we have 
such a divide.” 

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯   Dorcas Harris

and then they’ll latch on to that and then they’ll become 
more entrenched in those beliefs.” 

   

  Kay Lacona, Santa Teresa, New Mexico

although both liberals and conservatives live in their 
own echo chambers, the topic became a point of par-
ticular anxiety for liberals following the 2016 election. 
conservatives were happy to gain control of the White 
House and maintain control of the congress. liberals, 
on the other hand, were made painfully aware of their 
bubble when they found themselves blindsided by the 
election results. stephanie monahon, who works for the 
city of Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, is a democrat and 
former field organizer for President Barack obama’s 
campaign. Until recently, she acknowledges, “i don’t 
think i ever really thought about the liberal bubble that 

my kids have been raised in, to be perfectly honest.” 
in recent months, however, she has been thinking a lot 
about it. monahon says she is particularly passionate 
about gay and minority rights, and she has surrounded 
herself with others who feel similarly. Now, however, she 
is concerned that the progress made during the obama 
administration may be lost. “all that my kids have known 
is that to discriminate is wrong,” she says. “They have 
heard it at home, they have heard it from our friends and 
family, they have heard it at the local-level politicians, 
they have heard it at the federal level. That is what they 
have heard.” inside the comfortable walls of the echo 
chamber, many were unprepared for the political shock 
caused by the election.

   

  Stephanie Monahon, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania
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“I’ve been tuning in to Twitter for 
years, and Facebook, and I frankly 
was amazed at the partisanship  
expressed, especially on Facebook.” 

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯   Jane Walsh Waitkus

“sometimes you can feel pretty lonely,” says dorcas 
Harris, a liberal living in alabama, which a recent Gal-
lup poll designated the country’s second-most con-
servative state.3 although conservatives abound in her 
region, Harris, like many political minorities, speaks 
about politics predominantly with other liberals. she has 
spoken candidly with one friend who planned to vote 
for Trump, but she acknowledges, “i discuss [politics] 
much more often with people who think like i do. and 
that’s probably one of the reasons that we have such a 
divide. … everybody that’s relatively close to you, you 
know where they stand. i do not bring up politics with 
someone that i know to be a fan of President Trump or 
even people that i know voted for him.” 

   

  Beverly Peacock, El Paso, Texas 

Beverly Peacock, a retired teacher in el Paso, Texas, 
says, “[at] most dinner parties … the rule is no political 
talk, and there are a lot of men that leave with kicked 
shins and bruises because they want to start it. … right 
now, it’s a bad idea to have a political conversation.” 

Bruce Bradley, an outspoken conservative, also of el 
Paso, agrees. He says his daughter recently called him 
to remind him not to bring up politics at a party she was 
throwing, to which he readily assented. “i don’t like to 
get mad at people,” he says. 

online, however, the rules are less polite. Karen Gann is 

another democrat in alabama, “living around here you 
kind of stay in the closet a little bit. outside of my ‘bub-
ble’ i really don’t talk to many other people. facebook is 
probably the only place that i encounter other people’s 
opinions. … People are ‘keyboard warriors.’ They say a 
lot of things that i don’t think they would say to my face 
or somebody else’s face.”

   

  Bruce Bradley, El Paso, Texas 

Jane Walsh Waitkus, a democrat on the luzerne county 
council in Pennsylvania, believes that online partisan-
ship is at an all-time high. “i’ve been tuning in to Twitter 
for years, and facebook, and i frankly was amazed at 
the partisanship expressed, especially on facebook,” 
she says. “in your face. Boldness. Both sides. … That 
kind of shocked me. it’s like torpedoes be damned, this 
is what’s happening, and sorry you don’t like it.” 

   

  Carol Butler, Birmingham, Alabama

The political debate online has reached such a fever 
pitch that some have retreated. 

“i was never a big facebook fan, but i had to get off 
completely,” says carol Butler, of Birmingham, ala-
bama.
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p r o t e s t  a n d  a c t i v i s m

in december 2015, only 20 people showed up to the 
annual meeting of the seattle National organization for 
Women (NoW). in 2016, more than 70 attended. Jhana 
Bach, one of the chapter’s leaders, is excited by this 
surge in activism. “People are not complacent anymore 
and people are really willing to step up and put their 
time in and do the grunt work,” she says. 

“Trump won the election so let him 
be the president.”

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯   Reid Leach

in her work for the city of Philadelphia, monahon orga-
nizes volunteer efforts. “The response [to the election 
is to] volunteer, get involved, be a part of something, 
work in your community,” she says. “We saw a huge 
uptick in my office of people saying, ‘i want to do some-
thing, i want to be involved, i want to volunteer in my co- 
mmunity, how can i help?’ That gives me a lot of hope.”
 
That new embrace of community involvement and 
political activism among the left had it’s most visible 
expressions in the women’s marches, which drew mi-
llions across the country, and the march for science in 
Washington, d.c., in april 2017.

“The gift is that this election has engaged people like no 
other,” says Polly Baca, a former member of colorado’s 
state senate. “i have been so impressed by the young 
people. […] Because all of this energy that is now in the 
United states – it reminds me of the 1960s when i was 
young. … i know that we can change things.”

from constituents jamming up the phone lines calling 
their senators to the well-attended rallies in denver, 
Wildenberg, of the interfaith alliance, is also impressed. 
“[i’ve] never seen anything like it, except during the Viet-
nam War, when i was active in high school,” she says, 
“People are learning that they have a place in democ-
racy, and that’s a beautiful thing.” 

But not all agree. dominik salazar, an auto mechanic 
from el Paso, Texas, does not want his college-age 
daughter to go north to join major protests in North 
dakota against an oil pipeline. He wants her to live, “in 
a more united [america],” not one divided by protest. 
instead, he would rather see his daughter focus on her 
studies and her work. Perhaps by working hard as an 
engineer, he reasons, she can do something to benefit 
all americans. 

some on the right dismiss the protesters as sore losers 
trying to obstruct the president.

“The gift is that this election has engaged people like no other.” 

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯    Polly Baca
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“Trump won the election so let him be the president,” 
reid leach of alamosa, colorado, says.

c a m p a i g n  F i n a n c e

adding to many americans’ frustration with their politi-
cal class is the growing influence of wealthy campaign 
donors. 

in 2010, the supreme court’s landmark citizens United 
v. federal election commission decision drastically 
changed the campaign finance landscape in the United 
states. in a 5-to-4 ruling, the court overturned a fe- 
deral law barring corporations from making independent 
expenditures – that is, not coordinated with a candi-
date’s campaign – in support of a candidate.4 although 
billions of dollars were already being spent on federal, 
state and local elections, the decision enabled corpora-
tions and other organizations to make uncapped dona-
tions to political action committees (Pacs), which could 
run advertisements and advocate for their candidate of 
choice, also flooding the airwaves with negative ads.

in a New York Times poll in 2015, 84 percent of respon-
dents said money had too much influence in U.s. poli-
tics, and 55 percent said politicians usually “promote 
policies that directly help the people and groups who 
donated money to their campaigns.”5

Politicians are “supposed to go and look out for the 
interests of the people that voted them in and i don’t 
see that. i think there’s too many special interests, too 
many lobbyists,” laments martha Thompson of el Paso, 
Texas, who puts some of the blame on voters. “We’re 
the people that vote them in,” she admits. “We’re not 
informed when the elections come. … i’ve been guilty 
of it.  You go and you see a name you recognize. … But 
it’s because of the money. if you’re the incumbent [you 
have] name recognition.” 

“[Politicians are] supposed to go 
and look out for the interests of 
the people that voted them in and 
I don’t see that. I think there’s too 
many special interests, too many 
lobbyists.”

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯   Martha Thompson

in the 2016 presidential election, money in politics was a 
central concern for voters. clinton’s long political career 
and private fundraising for her family’s foundation wor-
ried many voters on both the right and left. “God only 
knows who … has [Hillary clinton] in their pocket,” says 
Betty Wilkerson of Yakima, Washington. Both candidates 
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“have baggage” she acknowledges, but she says clinton 
was particularly susceptible to special interests because 
billionaire Trump “didn’t owe anybody anything.”

e l e c t o r a l  c o l l e g e

Vanessa s. did not vote in the 2016 election. “They 
always go by electoral votes … so i feel like it doesn’t 
matter if we vote anyways,” she says. Vanessa lives in 
el Paso, Texas, a predominantly democratic city in el 
Paso county, which voted overwhelmingly (69.1 per-
cent) for Hillary clinton.6 The local member of congress, 
democrat Beto o’rourke, was re-elected with a whop-
ping 85.8 percent of the vote.7 However, all of Texas’ 38 
electoral college votes went to Trump because he won 
most of the state’s votes. 

americans do not elect their president directly. instead, 
the electoral college system assigns a number of votes 
to each state based on the size of its congressional de-
legation. Wyoming, for example, has its two senators 
and one member of the House of representatives, so 
gets three electoral votes. in contrast, california has its 
two senators and 53 representatives, yielding 55 elec-
toral votes. The system is roughly based on population 
– because that is how states are allotted members of 
congress – but is weighted somewhat in favor of less-
populous states – because every state gets two sena-
tors regardless of population.

“That’s exactly why they have the Electoral  
College, [because of] us poor people out here in 
the country. It gives us a better chance to get the 
person we voted for elected.”

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯    Reid Leach

all states except for maine and Nebraska award all 
of their electoral votes to the candidate who wins the 
state’s popular vote, regardless of the margin of victory. 
many states have voted for the candidate from one par-
ticular party for decades. california has awarded its 55 
votes to the democratic candidate since 1992. 

alabama has awarded its nine electoral college votes to 
the republican candidate since 1980, and democratic 
presidential candidates do not campaign there. “We’re 
not a swing state,” says Josh carpenter of the Univer-
sity of alabama at Birmingham. “We’re not going to be 
competitive at least in the next 20 or 30 years.”

republican presidential candidates may vie for voters’ 
support in alabama’s primary election, but they, too, 
focus their efforts in more contested states during the 
general election. “it’s a frustrating experience and it’s 
deadened the activism here,” carpenter says. “i don’t 
mean activism as in protest, i mean activism as in 
accountability. i think that people feel that it is futile to 
hold politicians accountable right now.” 

on the other hand, candidates spend lots of time in 
florida, Pennsylvania and ohio, vote-rich “swing states” 
that have shown no fixed political allegiance in contem-
porary national races.

   

  Josh Carpenter, Birmingham, Alabama

Baca, the former colorado state senator, has served 
as an elector in the electoral college in the last three 
presidential elections, meaning that she cast one of her 
state’s nine votes when the electoral college met to offi-
cially choose the president. she says she has opposed 
the institution for 20 years “because it’s wrong. But if 
they’re going to have it, i’m going to run for it.” Baca 
was involved in an effort to stop the electoral college 
from selecting Trump. 

   

  Reid Leach, Alamosa, Colorado
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Source: Washington Post9

But some americans in less-populous areas say the 
electoral college ensures their voices are heard on the 
national level. “That’s exactly why they have the elec-
toral college, [because of] us poor people out here in 
the country,” reid leach of rural alamosa, colorado, 
says. “it gives us a better chance to get the person we 
voted for elected, [instead of] having people in califor-
nia and New York and some of those big cities … where 
they have all the popular vote.” 

g e r r y m a n d e r i n g 

states redraw lines for congressional districts after each 
census every 10 years. The process differs from state to 
state, with some using independent, nonpartisan com-
missions to draw the maps, but most allowing politi-
cians to run the show. Unsurprisingly, whichever party 
controls the process tends to draw districts that favor 
its electoral chances, either by packing hostile voters 
into a few districts or, if possible, dividing them up to 
dilute their votes.

With the contest between the two major parties in con-
gressional races lopsided by design, the real fight for 
these seats is in a party’s primary, which determines a 
party’s candidate in the general election. and because 
it is committed partisans who turn out for primary elec-
tions, the candidates must increasingly pander to the 
liberal or conservative bases. They may also vote less 
moderately once in office to fend off primary challeng-

ers at home. With safe seats, “you get the extremes,” 
Baca says.

   
  Polly Baca, Denver, Colorado

Partly because of this gerrymandering and partly 
because of the dominance of one party in some states, 
few congressional races are competitive.  “in the 2016 
elections for the House of representatives, the aver-
age electoral margin of victory was 37.1 percent,” The 
Washington Post reports. “last year, only 17 seats out 
of 435 races were decided by a margin of 5 percent or 
less.”8 

Not only are the candidates farther right or left than they 
would be in a marginal district, but they are also lauded 
at home for obstructing the opposing party’s legislation. 
Baca herself used to support gerrymandering when 
she served in the state senate, but she now sees the  

Current Congressional Districts

GerrYmaNderiNG iN NorTH caroliNa 
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damage it can do. “We have to be strong enough and 
brave enough as patriots and people who care about 
their country to allow for competition,” she says. 

t h e  ‘ F o r g o t t e n ’  m i d d l e

Polarization in american politics is nothing new, but 
changes to campaign finance rules, partisan gerry-
mandering, the rise of hyper-partisan media and even 
americans’ increasing tendency to live in places where 
most people share their views – dubbed “the Big sort” 
– exacerbate the problem. Going far beyond disagree-
ment on policy, a majority of republicans and a plurality 
of democrats viewed the other party as a threat to the 
country’s well-being in a 2014 nationwide survey.10 

“By and large, i think we see the extremes,” says cattle 
farmer Ben Haynes, of cullman, alabama. “i still believe 
that there’s a really big group there in the middle who 
recognize the importance of getting things done.” 
according to that same 2014 study, Haynes is right, but 
centrists are less politically active, and therefore easier 
for politicians to ignore, than fierce partisans.

some moderate americans feel forgotten and bewil-
dered. “i do think there are a whole lot of people who 
are like me, standing in middle going, ‘What is going 
on? Have you all lost your minds?’” says carol Butler 
of the mike and Gillian Goodrich foundation, in Bir-
mingham, alabama, which provides community devel-
opment grants. “You don’t get good legislation when 
you get only the rabid sides on both sides making that  

happen. You have to have people in the middle who are 
looking out for the broader good.”

But you also have to have people in the middle who vote 
in equal numbers to those on the ends of the ideologi-
cal spectrum. in the meantime, increasing polarization 
is dismayingly self-perpetuating: The same echo cham-
bers that vilify the other party and encourage politicians 
to court extreme partisans become ideological traps, 
punishing legislators at the first sign of reaching out to 
the enemy. This, in turn, can lead to bad policy, when 
politicians withhold support for sensible solutions if they 
deem that their opponents will be blamed for some or 
another problem. 

“I do think there are a whole lot of 
people who are like me, standing in 
middle going, ‘What is going on? 
Have you all lost your minds?’”

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯   Carol Butler

some obvious ways out of this bind are to reform the 
redistricting process and to pass campaign finance 
reform as a constitutional amendment, but those are 
long shots. The most fruitful efforts might lie in getting 
more americans to vote, which is likely to bring more 
moderates to the ballot box and, in turn, to the political 
stage.
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2
C H A P T E R

ParTisaN rePorTiNG, THe delUGe of faKe NeWs aNd eVeN THe Presi-

deNT’s commeNTs oN media TrUsTWorTHiNess HaVe casT a sHadoW 

oVer THe eNTire U.s. media iNdUs TrY. americaNs are iNcreasiNGlY 

sKePTical of all NeWs THeY read aNd iNcreasiNGlY relY oN THeir 

oWN imPerfecT aBiliTY To read BeTWeeN THe liNes aNd fiNd THe 

TrUTH for THemselVes. 

The 2016 election campaign is a case study in the politi-
cal fractures across the american media landscape. as 
November 8, 2016 – election day – dawned, The New 
York Times predicted that Hillary clinton had an 85 
percent chance of winning.1 every major poll predicted 
clinton would be the winner,2 and, although news 
anchors attempted to maintain some suspense in their 
coverage, it was clear they believed clinton would sail 
to victory. 

as the results started coming in, the anchors struggled 
to hide their shock. martha raddatz shed tears on aBc, 
Wolf Blitzer seemed dumbfounded on cNN and even 
comedian stephen colbert’s live show took a somber 
turn. “i think we can agree that this has been an abso-
lutely exhausting, bruising election for everyone and it 
has come to an ending that i did not imagine,” colbert 
told his audience.3 

after thousands of hours of election coverage and 
countless newspaper and magazine articles dissect-
ing the campaigns, then-fox News anchor megyn Kelly 
said, “i think you’ll never have a result this shocking, 
where people got it this shockingly wrong.”4

i n F o ta i n m e n t

The american news landscape is changing rapidly. in 
2013, 54 percent of americans consumed their news 
online. only three years later, that number had climbed 
to 72 percent.5 With the accompanying proliferation of 

news websites – some of which are bare-bones opera-
tions that thrive via social media shares – expensive, 
traditional news organizations are scrambling to hold 
on to their audience and advertisers. They have gone 
online, experimented with content and picked up the 
pace of coverage. But if the transition has been difficult 
for the major players, it has been brutal for many local 
and regional newspapers, which lack the resources to 
compete. over the past 70 years, the number of news-
papers in the United states fell by nearly one-fourth, 
from 1,749 in 1945 to 1,331 at the end of 2014.6 close 
to 100 of those closed in the past decade, leaving 
important gaps in local news coverage.  

   

 Linda Shapley, Denver, Colorado

linda shapley, managing editor at the respected den-
ver Post in colorado, says the paper is “constantly bat-
tling the push and pull between trying to make sure that 
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we’re doing our best for our print readers and yet still 
trying to grow our traffic.” 

Television news has also changed in the past decade, 
with cable news channels such as cNN, msNBc and 
fox News gaining viewers and boosting profits.7 con-
stant “breaking news” bulletins or panels of talking 
heads bickering over the latest headlines have become 
cable news staples. 

“They’re focusing on the wrong thing because it’s good 
for ratings, and we’re not getting the real important 
story,” says stephanie monahon, who oversees Phila-
delphia’s volunteer programs. she cites as an example 
disagreement over the size of the crowd at President 
donald Trump’s January 2017 inauguration. it was a 
trivial story, monahon says, yet it dominated headlines 
for weeks because the president tweeted about it and 
americans were eager to watch the drama unfold.

a n x i e t y

Trump’s victory was an emotional moment for his sup-
porters and critics alike, exacerbating many americans’ 
tribal approach to politics. cable news has capitalized 
on and stokes the heightened anxiety, to the point of 
distressing some viewers.

martha Thompson of el Paso, Texas, says she stopped 
watching cNN regularly because, “i put the channel on 
and my blood pressure goes up.” 

 

 Martha Thompson, El Paso, Texas

Blood pressures are rising on the left in particular. 
Jhana Bach, an organizer for the seattle chapter of the 
National organization for Women (NoW), admits:

“since the election i haven’t been able to deal with 
very much news. … i listen to the news on NPr [public 
radio], but every time they actually play Trump’s quotes, 
i have to change the channel. and anytime they’re hav-
ing a spokesperson, a mouthpiece for him that’s giv-
ing a point of view that’s just blatantly ridiculous, i have 

“They’re focusing on the wrong thing because it’s good for 
ratings, and we’re not getting the real important story.” 

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯   Stephanie Monahon
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to change the channel. so i’ve been doing a lot of try-
ing to navigate my mental health with getting the best 
sources. so that’s kind of where i’ve landed – strategic 
searches for things i want to know about.” 

p o l a r i z at i o n

When americans go online to get their news, they typi-
cally need not even search for what interests them, as 
social media sites such as facebook use algorithms that 
show them news stories that align with their political ori-
entation and personal preferences. The resulting “infor-
mation silos” are making it increasingly difficult for ameri-
cans of differing political views to agree even on basics.

“I have really tried to be careful 
about not clinging just to all of my 
news from … my social media feed 
because I recognize that there’s a 
filter bubble.”

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯   Kimberly  Larson

“i have really tried to be careful about not clinging just 
to all of my news from … my social media feed because 
i recognize that there’s a filter bubble,” says Kimberly 
larson, communications director at climate solutions, 
an environmental group in seattle. larson knows the 
news she sees on her facebook page is left-leaning, 
full of posts from fellow environmentalists, but says, “i 
definitely catch a lot of news from colleagues on social 
media that i would have missed otherwise.” 

   

 Joe Wardy, El Paso, Texas

Joe Wardy, a former mayor of el Paso and president and 
chief executive of a startup incubator, says the media 
feed this polarization: 

“Everything’s become more 
opinionated. It’s all opinionated 
facts. Not really true facts.” 

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯   Lou Jasikoff 

“i think that true journalism requires balance. looking to 
both sides of an issue. looking to find alternative view-
points, to let the readers decide what they think. Today 
that’s been abandoned. it’s about sensationalism, it’s 
about ratings, about what sells what little newspapers 
there are. i have a great concern. i think that it finally cul-
minated in the last presidential election. i think there’s a 
huge distrust. i think that the media reporting – depend-
ing on what side you’re on – is very biased. and i don’t 
think it’s healthy.”

lou Jasikoff, a radio producer and newspaper founder 
in Tunkhannock, Pennsylvania, agrees. “everything’s 
become more opinionated. it’s all opinionated facts. Not 
really true facts,” he says. 

c o n s e r vat i v e  m e d i a

fox News has dominated the conservative media land-
scape for more than two decades, with outspoken 
personalities such as sean Hannity and Bill o’reilly 
shaping many americans’ perspectives on important 
national and global issues. The network has long been 
accused by those on the left of shading the truth to fit 
its conservative bent, particularly on issues such as cli-
mate change.   

more recently, online outlets including the drudge report 
and Breitbart have developed significant followings with 
their ultra-conservative and conspiratorial news cover-
age. Breitbart, a right-wing site known for incendiary 
stories of questionable veracity, was founded in 2007 
but came into its own in the 2016 election with its out-
spoken support of Trump’s candidacy. The site’s former 
executive chairman, steve Bannon, was an adviser on 
the Trump campaign and later became chief strategist 
in the Trump White House. 

few liberals take seriously claims made by the popular 
conservative media. 

“my knee-jerk reaction [to conservative news] is, ‘This is 
crazy,’” says Karen Gann, a liberal stay-at-home mother 
in Huntsville, alabama, one of the nation’s most conser-
vative states.  
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 Karen Gann, Huntsville, Alabama

The 2016 election brought home to many on the left 
that they did not understand how conservative ameri-
cans felt or thought. Gann says she has started reading 
conservative news sites because she wants to get out 
of her “bubble.” “i would really like to learn how peo-
ple who are more conservative, how they are thinking. 
Where their brains are with all of this,” she says. 

“ m a i n s t r e a m  m e d i a ” 

on the other side of the political spectrum, conserva-
tives have long complained that major news outlets 
such as The New York Times, The Washington Post and 
cNN have a liberal bias. 

   

 Mayor Woody Jacobs, Cullman, Alabama

some conservatives were particularly frustrated by the 
2016 election coverage, which they said was unfairly 
critical of Trump under the guise of neutrality. “You get 
tired of an agenda from national news markets. and it 
was pretty obvious, watching it,” says Woody Jacobs, 
the mayor of cullman, alabama. Jacobs says he enjoyed 
watching the shocked newscasters on election night 
“because … they showed their true colors of what they 
were thinking – where they thought it was going to go.” 

conservatives also deride mainstream and left-leaning 
media as elitist. marty connors, the former chairman of 
alabama’s republican Party, says journalists “think that 
they’re smarter than what they are.” Trump’s presidency, 
he argues, has in some ways rendered the media irrel-
evant. although he says he doesn’t like the president’s 
notorious “3 a.m. tweets,” he appreciates that Trump 
has found a way to get around the media filter:

“The original fault of the media [is] that they [believe 
they] are superior to anyone. … [They] feel that they are 
the ones that get to determine what is and is not news. 
Well, what happens when a president goes around you 
and ignores you? Well, that’s got to really [make you 
angry]. Because you’re no longer the arbiter of what’s 
important. so that’s why they’re all bent out of shape.”

“You get tired of an agenda from 
national news markets.”

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯   Woody Jacobs

Beyond the mainstream media, conservatives also fre-
quently criticize left-leaning networks such as msNBc 
and websites such as slate and The Huffington Post, 
which have been heavily critical of the president and 
republican congress. 

F a k e  n e w s

Trump’s focus on the media made them a central preoc-
cupation throughout his campaign and the first months 
of his presidency. “The faKe NeWs media (failing  
@nytimes, @NBcNews, @aBc, @cBs, @cNN) is not 
my enemy, it is the enemy of the american People!”8 
he told his Twitter followers shortly after taking office. 
Trump has long lambasted critical journalists and media 
outlets, but now he has a powerful platform from which 
to attack them. 

“It’s a different thing entirely 
when unwelcome news … becomes  
labeled fake news.” 

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯   Linda Shapley

The president’s use of the term “fake news” to describe 
those critical of him has sown confusion about the 
veracity of all news. He has tapped into republican dis-
trust of the mainstream media and fanned fears about 
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r a c e  a n d  t h e  m e d i a

although ethnic and racial minorities account for approximately 35 percent of the U.s. popu-

lation, they make up only 13 percent of daily newspaper employees.16 minorities are also 

underrepresented in television news, particularly in local programming.17 much of the ameri-

can news media landscape is dominated by white anchors, reporters and political pundits.

“One feed that I’ve been paying attention to – it’s very 
much connected to my community – is TV One, because they  
cover stuff in the African-American community that other 
folks don’t.” 

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯   LeDawn Sullivan

many Hispanic-americans turn to spanish-language news sources, from local radio stations 

and newspapers to large national networks such as Univision, to get their news. Julie Patiño 

of the denver foundation in colorado is an avid reader of The New York Times and other 

english-language publications, but she understands why spanish-language programming is 

popular among the United states’ 56.6 million Hispanics.18 “You have someone speaking your 

language. There are people that report on things that have credibility, and that’s where you get 

your news,” she says. 

small-business owner Blanca Gallego grew up in mexico but for years has lived in Pecos, 

Texas, with her U.s.-born husband, who is white. she notices major differences between the 

news coverage she sees on Hispanic networks and what her husband sees on english-speak-

ing ones, particularly on issues of importance to the Hispanic community, including Trump’s 

proposal to build a wall on the U.s. border with mexico. “our networks, Hispanic networks, 

say one thing, and the anglo networks say another one,” she says. “of course, each media 

covers what the people want to hear.”

Hispanic-americans are not the only minority to seek out news that focuses on issues impor-

tant to their communities. ledawn sullivan, director of community leadership at the denver 

foundation, is frustrated by television news coverage of Trump’s presidency and now con-

sumes much of her news through online feeds. “one feed that i’ve been paying attention 

to – it’s very much connected to my community – is TV one, because they cover stuff in the 

african-american community that other folks don’t,” she says. “so if i want to know what’s 

going on nationally, i have to go there. Because otherwise i won’t know.” sullivan cites as an 

example of this coverage gap a string of disappearances of young african-american women 

that was largely ignored by mainstream media. 
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its agenda and bias. shapley, of The denver Post, con-
cedes, “There’s no doubt that there’s more fake news,” 
but her definition – “When [you have] somebody who’s 
deliberately intending to mislead the public about a 
political thing” – is very different from Trump’s. “it’s a dif-
ferent thing entirely when unwelcome news … becomes 
labeled fake news,” she says. 

shapley gives an example of fake news: in November 
2016, days before the election, a site calling itself the 
denver Guardian published a sensational story about a 
murder-suicide related to Hillary clinton’s email scan-
dal. The newspaper does not exist and the murder-sui-
cide was fictional, but the article was shared thousands 
of times on facebook. shapley and her paper reacted 
swiftly, publishing an article that refuted the claims made 
by the so-called denver Guardian. The Post provided 
readers with a bulleted list of evidence that the story 
and website were bogus and even included a Google 
street View image of the alleged address of the fake 
newspaper, which turned out to be a parking lot.9

“I think one of the main reasons you see a Trump 
presidency is the American people have lost faith 
that they were being told the truth, whether it’s by 
their own government or the media.” 

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯   Lou Jasikoff

Jasikoff, the radio producer from Pennsylvania, says, “i 
think one of the main reasons you see a Trump presi-
dency is the american people have lost faith that they 
were being told the truth, whether it’s by their own 
government or the media.” indeed, americans’ trust in 
mainstream media is dwindling. in a 2016 Gallup poll, 
only 14 percent of republican respondents said they 
had a “great deal” or “fair amount” of trust, compared 
with 51 percent of democrats. in the previous year, 32 
percent of republicans and 55 percent of democrats 
trusted the mainstream media.  

   

 Lou Jasikoff, Tunkhannock, Pennsylvania 

shapley observed this mistrust during the 2016 election 
cycle:

“every campaign it bubbles up. Where one side will say, 

TrUsT iN mass media BY ParTY

Republicans             Democrats

Gallup
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‘You’re treating the other side better than you’re treat-
ing my side.’ … You know, any time that we would have 
something that was negative of Hillary clinton we would 
get complaints from people who supported her. When 
we had things that were negative of donald Trump, 
we would get complaints from people who supported  
donald Trump. and so, it became a very divisive line.”

shapley understands why people are frustrated but 
says, “our newsroom does not have an agenda. … We 
don’t sit at meetings and decide, ‘oh, well this is really 
going to be embarrassing for the president, so this is 
what’s going to be on Page 1.’ We decide that this is a 
Page 1 story because it’s an important issue that every-
body wants to know more about. … our editorial views 
are not held by everybody in the newsroom.” 

To combat this growing mistrust of media, The Post 
has tried to be more transparent, publishing articles to 
explain its processes and decisions. When the paper’s 
editorial board endorsed clinton for president in 2016, 
it provided readers with information about what that 
meant, shapley says, explaining “Here’s what a presi-
dential endorsement means. it doesn’t mean that this 
is how the newsroom feels. This is the view of the edi-
torial page and this is a person who is separate from 
the newsroom and is not involved with the choosing of 
those decisions.” 

F i n d i n g  t h e  t r u t h

alison, a retired educator in Huntsville, alabama, who 
did not give her last name, says that in her years as 
a science teacher and in writing her doctoral thesis, 
she learned to consult primary sources. But she can-
not always do that with news reports. “most of the time 
when i’m trying to check these things out, either i don’t 
know what the primary source is or i have no access 
to it,” she says. The president may be cutting out the 
middleman by tweeting directly to the american people, 
but many sources, particularly government leaks and 
anonymous comments, are difficult to assess. 

“I’m more skeptical of what I read 
and what I see, and I probably  
require more sources of information 
that triangulate on an issue.” 

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯   Richard Schulik

as trust in the media wanes, some americans are con-
sulting more news sources, often from different politi-
cal perspectives. “i’m more skeptical of what i read and 
what i see, and i probably require more sources of infor-
mation that triangulate on an issue,” richard schulik, 
a professor of medicine at the University of colorado, 
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says. “[i] am more likely to form my own opinion now, 
rather than just take things at face value.” a 2013 Pew 
survey found that 34 percent of left-leaning msNBc’s 
viewers also watch right-leaning fox News,10 and 28 
percent of fox News viewers also watch msNBc’s  
liberal coverage. about half of the viewers of both  
channels also watched cNN, which is typically seen as 
centrist or center-left.11

   

 Sarah Emerson, Birmingham, Alabama

sarah emerson, a conservative law student in Birming-
ham, alabama, also browses new sites from across the 
political spectrum. “i’ll look across the board and just 
try to fact-find that way. Because you really have to look 
at multiple sources to be able to see what’s going on in 
our country,” she says. “When it’s a more partisan site, 
you kind of have to read past the partisanness in it to 
see the truth.” 

many americans feel confident in their ability to find the 
truth about an issue on their own, but recent studies 
suggest that most cannot. an ipsos poll conducted for 
the Buzzfeed news website found that american adults 
are fooled by fake news headlines 75 percent of the 
time.12 further, more than 80 percent of middle school 
students taking part in a stanford University study mis-
takenly believed that an advertisement they were shown 
was a real news story.13 in the same study, most high 
school students were quick to believe a fake image and 
caption. only 20 percent of the students questioned the 
source of the image or information.14 

fake news stories are also extremely prevalent: Top fake 
news stories leading up to the election outperformed 
legitimate ones on facebook.15

Partisan reporting, the deluge of fake news and even 
the president’s comments on media trustworthiness 
have cast a shadow over the entire U.s. media indus-
try. americans are increasingly skeptical of all news 
they read and increasingly rely on their own imperfect 
ability to read between the lines and find the truth for 
themselves. in an increasingly politically divided media 
landscape, without improved media literacy, americans 
are prone to misinterpret information or believe misin-
formation. 
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3
C H A P T E R

iN THis era of GroWiNG iNeQUaliTY, THe discoNNecT BeTWeeN iNdi-

caTors aNd maNY PeoPle’s realiTY is sTarK, aNd Has HelPed roil 

PoliTics iN THe UNiTed sTaTes aNd aBroad. PeoPle oN THe lefT aNd 

riGHT, iNclUdiNG TrUmP sUPPorTers, iNcreasiNGlY aGree oN THis 

diaGNosis, alTHoUGH THeY disaGree oN THe TreaTmeNT.

“[The] stock market goes up and down, up and down, 
up and down. Well, that’s truly not an indicator of what’s 
affecting you and me. do i have a million dollars in 
stock? Gosh i wish i did,” reflects Hank, of Huntsville, 
alabama. While economists and government officials 
use GdP, stock market indices or even interest rates to 
measure the health of an economy, most americans are 
like Hank, fretting over more immediate indicators such 
as their bank accounts, jobs and the cost of living. 

t h e  d i v i d e

Key macro indicators show the U.s. economy rebound-
ing nicely from the 2008 recession, but not everyone 
has shared in the recovery, as the gap between rich 
and poor continues to widen. With income inequality at 

perhaps its highest point in U.s. history,1 approximately 
41.8 percent of the country’s wealth is owned by the 
wealthiest 1 percent of americans.2  The top 10 percent 
own 77.2 percent of the wealth. By comparison, Ger-
many’s wealthiest 1 percent hold 24.5 percent of that 
country’s wealth, and the top 10 percent hold 59.2 per-
cent. Belgium’s wealthiest own 12.6 and 44.1 percent, 
respectively.3

lindsay reid, a retired educator from Bellingham, Wash-
ington, is one of many who are deeply concerned about 
the “big gap between the ceos and the billionaires that 
can just invest their money and get bigger and bigger 
… and the working class that gets nothing.” reid’s criti-
cism echoes a frequent liberal complaint that the rich’s 
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already huge earnings are supplemented by a tax code 
that levies lower rates on investment income than on 
earned income, privileging investment over work. 

“This is the richest country in the world, and why people 
starve in this country is inexcusable,” says mike, a retired 
physicist from Huntsville, alabama. He says when he 
started his career at the mcdonnell aircraft corporation 
– later to become aerospace giant mcdonnell douglas 
– company founder James mcdonnell “bragged that his 
salary was no more than 10 times that of the guy that 
swept the floor. That’s all gone away. i mean people that 
make hundreds of millions of dollars a year, while other 
people are barely scraping by and don’t have enough to 
live on. i think [that] is inexcusable in this country.”

as the gulf between the rich and poor widens, the middle 
class in between is also shrinking. “from 2000 to 2014 
the share of adults living in middle-income households 
fell in 203 of the 229 U.s. metropolitan areas,” accord-
ing to a 2016 Pew research center study that defined 
middle income as two-thirds to double the national 
median, adjusted for household size.4 for 2014, the 
study put the national middle-income range at roughly 
$42,000 to $125,000 annually for a household of three.5 

   

 Mike, Huntsville, Alabama

“The middle class is disappearing. it’s going to the point 
where everybody is struggling, and yet there’s people 
that are making millions and millions and millions of dol-
lars,” says martha Thompson, a retiree from el Paso, 
Texas. “i don’t know if it’s legal … or they play the sys-
tem.” 

“This is the richest country in the world, and why people 
starve in this country is inexcusable.” 

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯   Mike 

F a c t s  a n d  F i g u r e s

 The wealthiest 1 percent of Americans hold  
	 41.8	percent	of	the	country’s	wealth

	 U.S.	national	debt	is	$19	trillion	and	 
 climbing

 50 percent of young adults earn more than  
 their parents did at their age
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g r o w t h  /  c o s t  o F  l i v i n g

adding to the squeeze on the working and middle 
classes is a spiraling cost of living, particularly in 
booming cities like denver, seattle and san francisco. 
Between 2000 and 2015, the san francisco area expe-
rienced a 78.4 percent consumer Price index increase, 
which measures the cost of living.6 education and 
health care expenses, too, can leave americans in  
crippling debt, as discussed in chapters 6 and 7.

Housing is a major culprit. in Boulder, for instance, 
“Housing prices have been skyrocketing for the bet-
ter part of a decade. and it’s become a very unafford-
able place for many people,” says Greg Guibert, a top 
administrator in the city government. Guibert says many 
people have been forced out of the city, requiring them 
to make long commutes to work. “and then you have 
this unfortunate stratification around service provision 
from the outside and then people here [in Boulder] with 
a lot of money who are completely reliant on people 
who have to travel great distances to support their life-
style.” city Hall has tried to address the issue by requir-
ing developers to build affordable housing, he says.

in seattle, Washington, it’s a similar story for the con-
struction workers building the city’s glass high-rises. 
“You want to talk about the concern with our [union] 
members? it’s the commute,” says dale Bright, an offi-
cial with the local 242 construction union. Bright him-

self spends an hour each way on the 30-mile drive to 
the city because he cannot afford to live in seattle. 
 
Julie Patiño, a program director at the denver founda-
tion, says denver’s economic boom has put housing out 
of reach not only for the city’s poorest but also for the 
middle class. “People who have your average medium-
type jobs, there’s a paucity of housing there. Homeown-
ership? forget about it. … so that issue is just endemic, 
even if you talk to someone who’s middle class here, all 
the way to someone [living] on the street,” Patiño says.

for many americans, a central promise of the ameri-
can dream, that each generation can do better than the 
previous one, has become increasingly hollow. over 90 
percent of americans born in 1940 earned more at age 
30 than their parents did at the same age, compared 
with 50 percent of those born in 1980.7 These direct 
contrasts can be particularly painful and disappointing 
as young people cannot give their children the same 
quality of life they enjoyed growing up.  

w h at  c a n  t h e  g o v e r n m e n t 
d o  F o r  m e ?

amid this increasing stratification and backsliding, 
many americans are asking what the government can 
do to help. opinions vary wildly across the political 
spectrum, ranging from expanding welfare programs to 
cutting regulations.
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g o v e r n m e n t  s p e n d i n g 

“The republicans want to spend less money, the dem-
ocrats want to spend more money,” says Ken isaksson, 
who works at a fish hatchery in aberdeen, Washington. 
isaksson says he sees this divide clearly in olympia, 
Washington state’s capital, where he frequently talks 
with local lawmakers about fishing regulations. 

republicans often campaign on promises to curtail gov-
ernment waste, vowing to cut unnecessary programs 
and reduce the size of the bureaucracy. although many 
economists question whether or not republicans in 
congress or the White House do actually reduce federal 
spending, even on the social programs they criticize,8  
most americans believe the republicans are the party 
of fiscal conservatism. 

“Our government is bigger than 
we can afford.” 

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯   John

That is especially important to those who want to see 
the budget balanced. The United states has a national 
debt of over $19 trillion,9  which some argue is not sus-
tainable. John, a physicist in Huntsville, alabama, is a 
social liberal, but he says he worries about “the financial 
solvency of our government. … our government is big-
ger than we can afford.” 

Kathy dobash, a member of the luzerne county coun-
cil in Pennsylvania, says, “i’m hoping that this new 
president [will] freeze hiring [and] track the waste. citi-
zens’ hard-working tax dollars should be … scrutinized 
on how [they are] spent. …. We have an overspending 
problem in this country, and we need to get a handle 
on it.” 

other americans, even conservatives, are more wary of 
the consequences of budget cuts. sarah emerson, an 
active republican and law student in Birmingham, ala-
bama, voted for donald Trump and is excited about his 
focus on employment, but she worries about his plans 
to reduce the size of the federal government. emerson 
explains that in addition to her studies, she “works for 
a federal agency that has been hit. They can’t hire new 
people to come in for the people who’ve left.” 

r e g u l at i o n 

contemporary american capitalism has a strong libertar-
ian streak, and basic arguments over regulations, such 
as protection and stability for the many versus freedom 
for entrepreneurs, rage fiercely in the United states. 

Thompson of el Paso, Texas, says regulations helped 
rein in some of the excesses of the 2000s that led to the 
financial crash: 

“When George [W.] Bush left the White House, eight 
years before obama, the auto industry was fixing to go 
under. There were banks that were going under. Unem-
ployment was out of this world. and slowly … putting 
financial regulations in place, they were able to curb 
some of the abuses that were taking place in the finan-
cial [sector].”

after the collapse of major financial institutions such as 
lehman Brothers and Bear stearns, taxpayer-funded 
bailouts of failing banks and a reckoning with wide-
spread subprime lending across the country, the gov-
ernment moved to regulate the industry. The dodd-
frank landmark legislation stepped up oversight of 
financial institutions, cracked down on some practices 
by financial advisers and implemented new consumer 
protection measures. although some on the left argue 
that the 2010 law did not go far enough, the repub-
lican-controlled House and senate are in the midst of 
rolling back its provisions.

   

 Ben Haynes, Cullman, Alabama

“There’s just a lot of regulations that affect our 
ability to do business day-to-day that never seem 
to back up.” 

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯    Ben Haynes 
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regulation can prevent banking or even environmental 
catastrophes, but many americans, particularly on the 
right, say much of it amounts to red tape tying up the 
economy. Ben Haynes, a cattle farmer in cullman, ala-
bama, feels hamstrung: 

“i think the ones that most often come to mind are 
maybe environmentally tied, but also economically and 
tax regulations and burdens. ... There’s just a lot of regu-
lations that affect our ability to do business day-to-day 
that never seem to back up. They always just seem to 
accrue more and more and more. and those things add 
to the difficulty of doing business, add to the cost of 
doing business, and quite often those regulations are 
not shared by all of our competitors, globally.”

regulations’ effects on small businesses are a particu-
larly sore spot for many. sandra, a conservative retiree 
from Huntsville, alabama, says they are a drag on her 
son’s construction business. “The regulations that are 
increasing on him have been ridiculous. … it takes him 
twice as long to get a job done,” she complains. 

   

 Paul Beveridge, Seattle, Washington

and Paul Beveridge, owner of Wilridge Winery in Wash-
ington state, says they give an unfair advantage to his 
larger and more established competitors, who can bet-
ter afford them. for example, he says, one rule that 
requires wineries to work with outside distributors – pro-
hibiting them from selling directly to retailers – imposes 
a huge cost on small operators. The “folks that are 
happy with the system” are “making money,” he says, 
so why “would they lower down the drawbridge and let 
anyone else compete with them?” 

t r a d e 

Traditionally, republicans have championed free trade, 
while democrats worry over its effects on the environ-

ment, labor standards and employment. Trump’s popu-
list, anti-globalist campaign, however, scrambled that 
equation, at least temporarily. He took particular aim at 
the Trans-Pacific Partnership, which Hillary clinton also 
came to oppose, even though she had praised it as sec-
retary of state.

in their first debate, Trump argued, “You go to New eng-
land, ohio, Pennsylvania, you go anywhere you want 
… and you will see devastation where manufacturing 
is down 30, 40, sometimes 50 percent. NafTa is the 
worst trade deal maybe ever signed anywhere but cer-
tainly ever signed in this country.”10  actual losses in the 
manufacturing sector due to the North american free 
Trade agreement, signed by President Bill clinton, are 
estimated to be closer to 1 to 2 percent,11 but Trump’s 
criticism tapped into anxiety about losing jobs to over-
seas competitors, which will be explored in chapter 5.
 
Trump is not against major trade deals because of some 
broader ideological belief. He is critical of these specific 
deals because he believes that he is a superior negotia-
tor to his opponents, Hillary clinton (and her husband 
President Bill clinton) and President Barack obama, 
who oversaw the TTiP and TPP negotiations. Trump’s 
business acumen, he argues, makes him a much better 
deal maker as president. Trump argues that past deals 
have lost americans jobs, and promises to bring them 
back. 

for most americans, trade is an abstract concept. cer-
tainly, they consume imports and are affected by the 
costs of those goods. further, 41 million americans 
have jobs that depend on trade.12 But it’s difficult for 
most officials, let alone ordinary americans, to assess 
the potential effects of trade deals on their lives. Trump’s 
focus on employment is powerful because it puts these 
agreements in terms that are personal and relevant to 
many americans. 

“i think that we had gotten a little too loose in our trade 
deals. i know that it’s kind of a world economy, you can’t 
necessarily change that, but i think we had [become] 
too loose with our policies and we just let too many jobs 
go,” says Woody Jacobs, mayor of cullman, alabama. 

others see Trump’s “america first” rhetoric as naive 
and counterproductive. “That’s one of the big problems 
… that i have with this administration, is this talk about 
nationalism, and it’s all about us and to heck with the 
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rest of the world,” says Hank, a Huntsville, alabama, 
resident. “it frustrates me to no end that any of us 
[thinks] that we can do this by ourselves and not accept 
the fact that we are very much a global economy, and 
this is happening fast for everyone.” 

   

 Ruben Vogt, El Paso, Texas

“What a lot of people might not 
think about, because they don’t live 
on the border, is how intertwined 
our two communities are.” 

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯     Ruben Vogt

living in el Paso, Texas, ruben Vogt sees the daily 
back-and-forth of trade and traffic with the bustling 
mexican city of ciudad Juarez, just across the border: 

“What a lot of people might not think about, because 
they don’t live on the border, is how intertwined our two 
communities are. Not only our families, but economi-
cally, how important it is that we have folks from Juarez 

and all over chihuahua come into el Paso and spend 
their money here. it really helps boost our economy, the 
state’s economy and the U.s. economy. … What we 
have seen is that trade that comes in from mexico helps 
provide jobs across the entire United states. so the rela-
tionship that we have with mexico is critical to border 
communities, but i don’t know that people really under-
stand how critical it is to the rest of the United states.”

in alabama, Hilda lockhart, director of the state com-
merce department’s international trade division, says 
trade with mexico and canada has been a huge boon 
to the local economy there as well. she would just like 
to “make it fair trade and make sure that everybody’s 
playing by the rules.” 

t h e  g r o w i n g  d i v i d e

To gauge americans’ views on the economy takes a bit 
of amateur psychology and an ability to read past the 
latest financial bulletins. as politicians have long known, 
rising GdPs or stock markets do not necessarily ease 
people’s fears that they are losing ground, whether to 
imagined job losses overseas or to very real income 
stagnation. 

in this era of growing inequality, that disconnect – 
between indicators and many people’s reality – is 
stark, and has helped roil politics in the United states 
and abroad. it seems as if left and right, including 
Trump supporters, increasingly agree on this diagnosis, 
although they disagree on the treatment. The economy 
is an arena in which national and local policymakers 
have a part to play, but if they cannot tackle immedi-
ate concerns, including the growing divide between 
rich and poor and the rising cost of living in many urban 
areas, it is difficult to imagine the waters being calmed 
anytime soon.
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w e l F a r e

4
C H A P T E R

THe PoPUlaTioN is GraYiNG, PUTTiNG a sTraiN oN social secUriTY 

aNd medicare, aNd THe laBor marKeT is sHifTiNG raPidlY, lea- 

ViNG maNY WorKers BeHiNd. liBerals arGUe THaT TrUmP sUPPor-

Ters VoTed aGaiNsT THeir oWN iNTeresTs BY elecTiNG someoNe WHo 

miGHT cUT Welfare ProGrams, BUT coNserVaTiVes BelieVe TrUmP’s 

TalK of limiTiNG GoVerNmeNT WasTe Will HelP THeir commUNiTies 

aNd saVe THeir oWN Tax dollars.

Why did donald Trump’s voters vote against their own 
interests? This question was splashed across the front 
pages and dominated the headlines of major newspa-
pers and magazines following the November 2016 elec-
tion. many upper-middle class democrats shook their 
heads. How, they wondered, could Trump voters have 
been so stupid? 

The liberal logic went like this: Trump supporters, often 
poor and rural, benefit from government help and are 
most likely to be hurt by an economic downturn. Trump 
fooled his voters into thinking he cared about them and 
would bring back their jobs, when in fact he would make 
it the business of his presidency to cut the very pro-

grams upon which they relied. meanwhile, financially 
secure urban liberals (as defined in the introduction) 
would be mostly shielded from Trump’s promised cuts 
to government programs. 

Trump supporters not only disagree with this perspec-
tive, but they are angered by it. many reject the notion 
that those they view as “liberal elitists” know what is 
best for them. Where many liberals see a social wel-
fare system stretched so thin it can barely provide for 
the basic needs of the nation’s poorest citizens, con-
servatives (as defined in the introduction) see a bloated 
system awash in taxpayer dollars, benefiting shirkers 
instead of those in genuine need.
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t h e  s y s t e m

about 52.2 million of the poorest americans – 21.3 per-
cent of the country’s population – received assistance 
from the government each month in 2012, according to 
the U.s. census Bureau’s most recent comprehensive 
survey on the subject.1 most of the aid, which ranged 
from food stamps to day care and cash assistance, went 
to families, especially those headed by single mothers.

much of the current U.s. welfare system is a product of 
the Great depression, perhaps the greatest economic 
test the country has faced. President franklin d. roo-
sevelt’s New deal was a series of reforms that offered 
a safety net for the country’s poorest and most vulner-
able. it also established financial protections, including 
greater regulation of banks and lending. Part of the New 
deal was the social security act of 1935, which cre-
ated a system of cash assistance for those in need, a 
national pension system and unemployment insurance. 

further legislation was passed first by President John 
f. Kennedy in 1962 and then by President lyndon B. 
Johnson in 1964 and 1965 to expand benefits on the 
federal level.2 Johnson’s so-called War on Poverty 
expanded social security, including benefits for retir-
ees, the disabled and widows.3 Johnson also estab-
lished medicare, which provides health insurance for 
the elderly and disabled, and medicaid, which provides 
health insurance for the poor.

in 1996, democratic President Bill clinton made good 
on his campaign promise to “end welfare as we know 
it,” signing into law the Personal responsibility and 
Work opportunity reconciliation act, authored by 
republican congressman e. clay shaw. The reforms 

added work requirements for recipients of cash aid and 
gave significantly more control of these programs to 
state governments, meaning that assistance available 
varies significantly from state to state.

The U.s. government assistance system was created 
more than 80 years ago as a response to a national cri-
sis and has been patched and amended over the follow-
ing decades. states have significant control in selecting 
recipients, defining benefits and administering pro-
grams. This piecemeal approach leads to serious gaps 
in coverage for recipients. 

u s e r s  a n d  a b u s e r s

conservatives have long complained that welfare pro-
grams are rife with abuse. While they support some 
social safety net for those whom they believe need 
– and deserve – it, they argue that the system allows 
many able-bodied people to stay at home when they 
should be working. 

“i believe that [welfare is] very effective for the right peo-
ple. for the right people, not for the people who make a 
career out of it,” says Blanca Gallego, a small business 
owner in Pecos, Texas.
 
Kathy dobash, a republican councilwoman in luzerne 
county, Pennsylvania, acknowledges that everyone 
goes through tough times at some point. “i myself have 
had my struggles and i’ve had to take care of my mother, 
and i even for a time in my life was on the welfare roll, 
and it was very minimal. i got $80 a month. it was a very, 
very short time.” But like many conservatives, dobash 
believes the system is being misused in her community 
as “a lifetime experience.”
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“i know young individuals who’ve been on it and used 
the system since age 18, 19, as adults. and i don’t think 
the system was ever intended for that,” she says. “it 
was a hand up, not a handout.” While she says she 
wants to see every child fed and every family housed, 
she says the way to provide for the community’s basic 
needs is not through cash assistance but through jobs.

   
  Bruce Bradley, El Paso, Texas

“I know young individuals who’ve 
been on it and used the system 
since age 18, 19, as adults. And 
I don’t think the system was ever  
intended for that.” 

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯   Kathy Dobash 

Bruce Bradley, a retiree in el Paso, Texas, voices a simi-
lar mix of compassion and skepticism, saying, “i got 
nothing against people who need the help … but there’s 
too many out there that expect it. … if the government 
would get all the people who are abusing the system, if 
they would get them off the system first, we wouldn’t be 
in as deep [a] hole as we’re in,” Bradley says. He blames 
the government for allowing people to shirk their own 
responsibilities by providing them with unnecessary 
support, further driving up the national debt.

But others say eradicating poverty will take not just jobs 
but also cultural and institutional changes. for most 
of his life, mike Green has worked in manufacturing in 
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, where he sees the cycle of 
poverty in his own neighborhood. “When you talk about 
the black kids, you have to talk about how they’re being 
raised in the home, oK? There’s no man in the home. 
They’re on generations of welfare. The education is 

poor, oK?” Green, an african-american himself, says he 
does not hold his neighbors wholly responsible for their 
plight, but he believes his able-bodied neighbors could 
get off the system. 

i m m i g r at i o n

many conservatives see undocumented immigrants as 
particularly egregious abusers of government assis-
tance programs, coming to the United states to take 
advantage of the education, health care and welfare 
systems. “i don’t mind helping for a while, but there’s 
too many out there right now that i’m worried about that 
are here for the freebies,” Bradley says. “They never 
paid into it and they’re getting too much out of it.” 

   
  Lou Jasikoff, Tunkhannock, Pensylvania

“If you’re going to come here – 
come and work – but you can’t 
just come here and take advantage 
of all the things that Americans 
have.” 

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯   Lou Jasikoff

lou Jasikoff, a libertarian radio personality and news-
paper publisher in Tunkhannock, Pennsylvania, takes a 
similar view: 

“You can’t have open borders where people are going to 
come in and get free food and free medical – and free is 
only free because it’s going into someone’s pocket. and 
free is never free. somebody’s paying for it. free educa-
tion. But as long as that’s still there, people are going to 
find their way to the United states and they’re going to 
take advantage. it’s human nature. … i would say – wait 
a minute – if you’re going to come here – come and 
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work – but you can’t just come here and take advantage 
of all the things that americans have. or come here and 
expect free education, free medical, free health care or 
free schooling for your children. There has to be some 
sort of balance here. That’s just the way it is.”

Professor Josiah Heyman, director of the center for 
inter-american and Border studies at the Univer-
sity of Texas at el Paso, says Jasikoff’s concerns are 
unfounded. 

   
  Josiah Heyman, El Paso, Texas

“There are two myths about unauthorized immigrants. 
one is that they take advantage of the welfare system 
and the other is that they have a high rate of criminality. 
and it’s almost exactly the opposite. it’s harder to get 
public benefits,” he says. “There are some public ben-
efits that unauthorized people can get, largely through 
their children. so mothers of U.s. citizen children can 
get things like women and infant nutrition programs, 
because there’s a belief that it’s worthwhile to invest 
in the children because of the long-term cost of having 
unhealthy children, uneducated children. But the vast 
majority of welfare programs are not available to the 
unauthorized themselves.” 

Unmentioned in this discussion are public schools and 
emergency room care, arguably forms of assistance avail-
able to undocumented migrants. But regardless of what 
constitutes assistance or how much of this assistance 
undocumented people actually take, there is a perva-
sive anxiety that immigrants, particularly undocumented 
ones, are taking advantage of the american system.

g e t t i n g  y o u r  F a i r  s h a r e

one point of deep concern for voters, especially con-
servatives, is how their tax dollars are being spent. This 
worry is particularly acute for working class citizens 

struggling to pay their bills every month. many make a 
direct connection between the money taken out of their 
own paycheck each month and the food stamps their 
chronically unemployed neighbor receives. 

dominik salazar, an auto mechanic from el Paso, Texas, 
is frustrated to see apparently able-bodied men in his 
neighborhood walk around with no income and no 
place to live. after watching a group of men loiter by 
the home that he shares with his wife and daughter, he 
says, “Those gentlemen who just passed us, they’re 
kinda homeless. We need to put those guys to work. 
Between you and me, i’m not going to give them any 
handouts. Because they’re gonna go and buy liquor or 
something. … That’s what this town needs: a little affir-
mative action as to get people working.” 

Kathy dobash, the luzerne county councilwoman, is 
concerned as both a policymaker and a taxpayer that 
her community’s tax money helps certain groups co-
llecting benefits rather than the entire community that 
has paid the taxes. “citizens’ hard-working tax dollars 
should be utilized for everyone to protect everyone and 
scrutinized on how it is spent, and we have an over-
spending problem in this country, and we need to get a 
handle on it,” she says.

many see spending on assistance programs not just 
as a waste of government funds, but as a waste of 
their own money. This perception can lead to frustra-
tion within the community and resentment toward those 
receiving aid. 

t e a c h  a  m a n  t o  F i s h

one central cause of frustration is the belief that many 
receiving government assistance are not working but 
could be. renee chambers is a 35-year-old single 
mother in Yakima, Washington, who for years worked 
in an ophthalmologist’s office. Now unemployed, she is 
learning computer skills in a program at a local nonprofit 
organization for dislocated workers and is considering 
going back to school to improve her chances on the job 
market. chambers explains why she voted for Trump:

“What it came down to was jobs. my ability to func-
tion as a citizen of the states and – function for my 
family, for my kids. … We’re doing a shift [from] being 
given everything [to] having to work for everything. i’ve 
worked since i was 14. i had two jobs in high school 
… and it didn’t kill me one bit. But the kids nowadays, 
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they think that they’re entitled to that, so they tend to 
be in more of the liberal mentality, because the liberal 
tends to be ‘here, here, here, here, and here.’ [i believe] 
that you have to work for what you get. everything isn’t 
handed to you. and the world doesn’t owe you nothing. 
if you’re not willing to get off your butt and go do it, then 
you’re not going to have nothing to show for it.”

“Everything isn’t handed to you. 
And the world doesn’t owe you 
nothing.”

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯   Renee Chambers

Betty Wilkerson is in the same program for dislocated 
workers as chambers. she has long held mid-manage-
ment positions in Yakima, but she now faces age dis-
crimination in her job hunt. she says many employers 
are not willing to hire someone so close to retirement. 
despite her own personal challenges, Betty still believes 
that government assistance is a barrier to success for 
people who are on it: 

“i think part of what’s going on is that for quite a few 
years we’ve – instead of teaching people how to fish, 
we’ve handed them the fish. and they’ve become 
[accustomed] to receiving the fish. … Now [we are] 
teaching people how to fish. and people are going to 
struggle with that. … There’s people that are excited 
about that because they’ve been demoralized and 
down – i mean it is not a positive thing … continually 
… being on that handout. But … because it’s been that 
way for so long, that transition and that mentality … is a 
really good thing. and we’ve got generations that have 
lived on the fish. … and they’re like, ‘Well, the way it’s 
supposed to be.’ and it’s like, well, that was then. This 
is now. so that change is not easy. it’s not easy. But 
that’s kind of what i’m seeing. and i see that as a very 
positive thing. Because then that does give you control 
of your own life.”

across the country, those who advocate for cutting 
benefits say it could nudge recipients to become more 
self-sufficient. “i have high hopes for those on our wel-
fare rolls to gain the skills they need and get off them – 
not stay on forever,” Kathy dobash, the luzerne county 
councilwoman, says. “i’m hoping that this new presi-
dent, i’m hoping for someone to track – to freeze hiring, 
to track the waste.”

t h r o w i n g  t h e m  t o  t h e 
w o lv e s ?

While many conservatives call for limiting government 
assistance, many liberals say the current system does 
not offer enough support for those in need. “our safety 
net, … it’s not in very good shape. The U.s. tends to 
throw people to the wolves,” says Kc Golden, a senior 
policy adviser at the climate solutions Group in seattle, 
Washington. liberals, particularly in urban areas, tend 
to advocate expanded government assistance and uni-
versal access to resources such as health care, hous-
ing, food and education. 

   
  Vicky Pettis, Colorado Springs, Colorado

“The leaders don’ t know what the 
poor [are] going through, what 
the middle class is going through,  
because they’ve been born with a 
silver spoon in their mouth.” 

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯   Vicky Pettis

Vicky Pettis served in the military for 20 years before 
becoming the executive director of the colorado Vet-
erans resource coalition in colorado springs. she and 
her staff acknowledge that the veterans they serve need 
to work hard to bring themselves out of poverty or diffi-
cult times, but Pettis says policymakers do not appreci-
ate the level of need for services. 

“The leaders don’t know what the poor [are] going 
through, what the middle class is going through, 
because they’ve been born with a silver spoon in their 
mouth. ... That’s why they want to shut down so many 
social service agencies,” Pettis says. Particularly, she 
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cites the need for Planned Parenthood, which provides 
reproductive health care and which is a perennial target 
of the christian right, and meals on Wheels, which pro-
vides meals to the homebound and was slated for deep 
cuts in the budget proposed by Trump. 

n a v i g at i n g  t h e  b e a s t 

Government assistance helps many in need, but the 
benefits and regulations can be complicated to navi-
gate. When michaela c., a mother of four in el Paso, 
Texas, decided to escape the domestic violence that 
she faced at home, she had no place to go. she had not 
worked in five years and feared that she would not be 
able to support her family on her own. michaela found 
her way to a women’s shelter where staff members 
helped her master a complicated web of government 
assistance programs designed to help people like her 
get back on their feet. if she had known about the ser-
vices, she says, she probably would have left the rela-
tionship much earlier. 

The quality and availability of assistance varies drasti-
cally from state to state. Programs such as Temporary 
assistance for Needy families (TaNf) offer cash assis-
tance, subsidized employment and even day care for 
families in need. although much of the funding for pro-
grams like TaNf comes from the federal government, 
states administer the programs and make choices 
about the types of services available and the require-
ments for enrollment. for cash assistance, recipients 
are often required to work a minimum number of hours 
or be actively searching for a job. 

after escaping to the shelter, michaela quickly found 
a job at a local real estate office and started studying 
for her real estate license. for now, her salary at the 
office is subsidized through a government program. she 
also receives free day care for her children, medicaid 
and food stamps. although michaela found assistance, 
adhering to the program’s strict rules proved difficult 
when her child was hospitalized recently and she could 
not work the required minimum number of hours: 

“i’m gonna lose my medicaid … benefits for me and the 
children at the end of the month because … i wasn’t 
able to meet my required hours last week because i was 
taking the kids to the doctor’s appointments. … one 
of my children ended up in the hospital and i had to 
meet with the counselors at school … and i met with a  
lawyer because i had court on friday. so all my week 

was spent between doctors, the lawyer, court, … and i 
didn’t go to work except for two hours last week. and 
because of that, i lost the benefits. so it’s just like you’re 
put in a position where, like, what do you do?” 

   
  Michaela C., El Paso, Texas

many of the women in michaela’s shelter face similar 
challenges negotiating the government assistance sys-
tem. Patricia c., a single mother of six, says the family 
lost an estimated $200 in food stamps when her daugh-
ter went to college. “They want her to work,” says Patri-
cia, who nonetheless encourages her daughter to stay 
in school for the better career opportunities an educa-
tion can bring.

n o n p r o F i t s 

although many americans receive some assistance 
from the government, charities are a lifeline for those 
who fall through the cracks.

“Philanthropy in america fills in lots of gaps. lots of 
gaps,” says christiano sosa of the nonprofit denve-
foundation, in the colorado city of that name. 

“Philanthropy in America fills in 
lots of gaps. Lots of gaps.” 

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯   Christiano Sosa

in 2015, americans donated $373 billion – roughly 
$2,974 per household – to charitable causes.4 accor-
ding to the charities and aid foundation World Giving 
index, the United states is the second most “generous 
country” in the world, after myanmar.5 although some 
of these dollars go to art museums and expensive pri-
vate universities, a large proportion also goes to helping 
the needy. “There’s constantly this sort of ebb and flow.  
in theory, we’re part of a safety net. But at any given 
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time, that shrinks on the government level, expands on 
our level,” the denver foundation’s Julie Patiño says. 
Philanthropy cannot fill the gaps left by government, 
Patiño argues. “We simply cannot. i think the gaps that 
we’re already filling are enormous enough.”

one major gap, she says, is providing basic health care 
to undocumented immigrants, “who can’t get any itera-
tion of health insurance in this country,” even though, 
“we’re completely reliant on undocumented individuals 
throughout this entire country to support our economy 
and the informal employment sector.” organizations 
such as the denver foundation fund clinics that offer 
basic services – and do not ask to see id cards. 

although nonprofits do fill in many gaps in government 
assistance, government grants also help power many of 
those nonprofits. 

   
  John O’Lague, Aberdeen, Washington

“What happens … within the federal government and 
within the state government is that the money fun-
nels down,” John o’lague, of the coastal community 

action Program in aberdeen, Washington, explains. 
for his organization’s affordable housing programs, for 
instance, he says, “[T]he money trickles in from the fed-
eral government. so it comes from a federal block grant 
to our nonprofit agency and then we’re able to distribute 
those funds through our programs.”

lecia Brooks, director of the civil rights memorial cen-
ter in montgomery, alabama, says her conservative 
state relies too heavily on nonprofits instead of mak-
ing policy changes to reduce poverty. “alabamians are 
some of the most generous people that i’ve ever seen. 
But … oK, you accept that people are poor and you 
should give them charity, but you don’t want to do the 
work to help people take care of themselves,” Brooks 
says. “They’ll take care of you. They’ll give you some 
food. But they’ll vote against an expansion of medicare, 
or vote against an increase in the minimum wage.” 

some conservatives would prefer to see civil society, 
including nonprofits, take care of the needy. sharon 
dowd, a retiree originally from canada who now lives 
in el Paso, Texas, advocates limited government. she 
praises welfare cuts that she witnessed while living in 
michigan and that she says shifted responsibility for 
helping others from the government to the community:
 
“i think we could get government out of a few things. or 
minimize it. certainly michigan … they minimized and 
people had to go to work or go to school if they were 
on welfare, you know, unless there was a really good 
reason they should be on it, and it was fascinating. What 
really happened was that society started, instead of say-
ing, ‘it’s the government’s job,’ society across so many 
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levels started taking responsibility, in so many ways. 
feeding, housing, in churches, just all the things that 
weren’t being done before that because it was the gov-
ernment’s job. and i think it was good for us. i really do.”

   
  Sharon Dowd, El Paso, Texas

a  F i n a l  w o r d

regardless of political affiliation, liberals and conserva-
tives can agree that the government assistance system 
is unsustainable. The population is graying, putting a 

strain on social security and medicare, and the labor 
market is shifting rapidly, leaving many workers behind 
(as discussed in chapter 5).

liberals may believe that Trump supporters are voting 
against their own interests, but conservatives believe 
Trump’s talk of limiting government waste will help their 
communities and save their own tax dollars. as neither 
party is likely to change its position on government 
assistance, to address the myriad challenges that face 
the system they must focus on their shared goals.

even if the parties could agree on some type of reform 
to welfare, it’s very unlikely to be a more comprehensive 
system such as Hartz iV in Germany, which provides 
more generous benefits to the unemployed. a major 
expansion of cash benefits would be unpopular with 
many U.s. voters. american perspectives on work are 
so deeply entwined with the debate on welfare that it 
is unlikely that any sweeping changes could be made 
to the current system without a significant emphasis 
placed on work. 

a s s i s ta n c e 6 d e s c r i p t i o n

TaNf (Temporary assistance for Needy families) Gives cash to poor households to meet the basic needs of dependents, 

including children and the elderly. regulations vary by state, but heads 

of household are often required to work or obtain job training.

child support Program Provides families with state-regulated child care placement assistance 

that enables parents and caretakers to pursue work or job training by 

paying for child care in part or in full. 

sNaP (supplemental Nutrition assistance Program) Provides subsidies to help poor people and families buy food.

medical assistance (medicare and medicaid) medicare is a federal health-insurance program for the severely 

disabled or elderly.7 medicaid is a state and federal health-insurance 

program for the poor.8



w e l F a r e36

c i tat i o n s 

 1. U.s. census Bureau, “21.3 Percent of U.s. Population Participates in Government assistance Programs each 
month,” may 28, 2015, https://www.census.gov/newsroom/press-releases/2015/cb15-97.html. 

 2. U.s. History, “lyndon Johnson’s ‘Great society,’” http://www.ushistory.org/us/56e.asp. 

 3. dylan matthews, “everything you need to know about the war on poverty,” The Washington Post, January 8, 2014, 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/wonk/wp/2014/01/08/everything-you-need-to-know-about-the-war-on-
poverty/?utm_term=.1669404d1326.

 4. National Philanthropic Trust, “charitable Giving statistics,” https://www.nptrust.org/philanthropic-resources/chari-
table-giving-statistics/. 

 5. charity aid foundation, “caf World Giving index 2016,” https://www.cafonline.org/about-us/publications/2016-
publications/caf-world-giving-index-2016.  

 6. Welfare info, “Welfare Programs,” http://www.welfareinfo.org/programs/.

 7. medicare interactive, “What is the difference between medicare and medicaid?”  https://www.medicareinteractive.
org/get-answers/introduction-to-medicare/explaining-medicare/what-is-the-difference-between-medicare-and-
medicaid.  

 8. medicare interactive, “What is the difference between medicare and medicaid?”  https://www.medicareinteractive.
org/get-answers/introduction-to-medicare/explaining-medicare/what-is-the-difference-between-medicare-and-
medicaid.  



e m p l o y m e n t37

asked what issue he cares most about, the former 
chairman of alabama’s republican Party does not skip 
a beat. “Jobs, jobs, jobs, jobs, and then jobs,” marty 
connors says. “and then maybe a little bit more on 
jobs.” for connors and millions of other americans, 
employment is the holy grail – a cure for all of the coun-
try’s social and economic woes. 

from across the political divide comes a similar answer.
“We need more jobs, more employment,” says Terry 
collins, second vice president of the Birmingham, ala-
bama, branch of the NaacP (National association for 
the advancement of colored People), the country’s 
foremost civil rights organization. “Because we believe 
that economics is the basis for a lot of problems in the 
community, [because] people may not have the funds 
they need to take care of their living expenses and cer-
tainly having an acceptable wage would facilitate that.”

“We need more jobs, more employment ...  
because we believe that economics is the basis 
for a lot of problems in the community.”

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯   Terry Collins

americans of all political stripes – like people around 
the world – see jobs as the ultimate self-help, a way out 
of poverty and the key to a healthy community with a 
strong tax base that can feed investment in businesses, 
infrastructure and public services.

Given that view of work’s value to the community, many 
see it as the moral responsibility of those who are able 
to work to do so. 

attitudes about work are also rooted firmly in the notion 
of the “american dream.” 

“everybody has the same opportunity. … if they just go 
out and get it. The hard work is what it takes,” says 
margie diaz, a potato farmer from alamosa, colorado.

Blanca Gallego, who left mexico decades ago to 
establish a small business in Pecos, Texas, sees her-
self as living proof that the american dream is pos-
sible. “it’s not easy, but it can be possible for every-
body,” she says. “That’s what i tell the ladies here 
in town: if i can do it, everybody else can do it. 
Because [i did it] with no english, no money and 
not many opportunities. everybody else can do it.” 

  Blanca Gallego, Pecos, Texas

e m p l o y m e n t
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c h a n g i n g  w o r l d

although many believe the american dream is alive 
and well, changes in the job market have eliminated the 
types of positions that were once its foundation.
 
stephen a. Urban, a luzerne county councilman, has 
seen his corner of Pennsylvania change drastically over 
the past half-century. “When i was growing up, there 
were good-paying jobs here and those jobs seem to 
leave,” he says. most of Urban’s family worked in dress 
factories when he was a child, and his grandfather 
worked in a coal mine. Those jobs are long gone. in their 
place, industries have come to the region that did not 
exist even a few decades ago. e-commerce companies 

amazon and chewy.com, an online pet supply store, 
have opened facilities in the area, employing hundreds 
of locals to pack and ship orders. These companies 
may have brought jobs to the area, but there is limited 
diversity in these positions and little room for growth.

The changes have been felt across the country. in the 
midst of alabama’s manufacturing boom, for instance, 
mercedes-Benz and Hyundai have set up shop in the 
state, but the jobs they have brought are nothing like 
those Urban remembers from his childhood.

  Hilda Lockhart, Montgomery, Alabama 

“manufacturing has advanced so much. it’s not a dirty 
job,” says Hilda lockhart, director of international trade 
for the alabama department of commerce. “You go into 
these manufacturing facilities and they’re clean. You’re 

F a c t s  a n d  F i g u r e s

 126 million Americans work in the service  
 industry

 Half the hiring in the last seven years has  
	 been	in	industries	that	pay	below	$52,000		
 per year

	 The	federal	minimum	wage	is	$7.25	per		
	 hour,	but	some	cities	are	instituting	mini-	
	 mum	wages	of	$15	per	hour

“When I was growing up, there were good-paying jobs here 
and those jobs seem to leave.”

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯   Stephen A. Urban
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pushing buttons. You’ve got to know computers and 
things like that. … i think that those jobs are not the 
typical manufacturing as maybe my generation knew. 
They’re gonna be very high-tech and i think we’re going 
to all advance to that. … all these jobs are really devel-
oping into something that takes more than a high school 
education even sometimes.”

 agriculture is going through a similar revolution. sandra 
castillo, who recently moved to Yakima, Washington, 
from california, has worked on and off in warehouses, 
packing and sorting produce. she worries about the fate 
of her former colleagues at one warehouse, observing, 
“They’re putting new machines to sort the apples and all 
that stuff. and all those sorters where i was working at, 
i guess they’re going to be laid off.”

Gabriel muñoz, also of Yakima, teaches life skills at 
People for People, a local nonprofit. He has similar con-
cerns for his students and for how the changing nature 
of agricultural work will affect the local economy:
 
“We have thousands of sorters … in the Yakima county 
– and packers. They’re not going to have a job any-
more. … Thriftway isn’t going to have those customers. 
Walmart isn’t going to have those customers. You’re 
thinking about people who are buying homes? Well, 
real estate agencies aren’t going to have a job because 
we are not going to have enough people to buy those 
homes and so … they’re going to be left out. so it’s 
going to have this [domino] effect. … We’re going to 
have to do something about this or else we’re going to 
be in a bad situation. We’re going to have a lot more 
homelessness. We’re going to have a lot more poverty. 
We’re going to have a lot more crime. and that’s just the 
reality of this new economy where it’s all automated.” 

Though this technological change will likely leave behind 
low- and unskilled workers and their communities, it 
will give others a head start, lockhart says. The new  
“quality jobs,” which pay better than those in the tex-
tile mills that used to dot parts of alabama, can change 
people’s lives, she says:

“People who were never able to [go to] college, they’re 
engaged in these automotive jobs, and now their chil-
dren can go to universities. They can buy cars. … Their 
standards of living have been raised. it’s pretty evident 
when you start looking at the areas around where these 
facilities are located. it changes even the makeup of the 
town. You’ve got better restaurants, you’ve got more 

shopping and so it improves the quality of life all around 
for everybody who is involved.”

although the unemployment rate has plunged since 
its 2010 peak, the recovery has not helped all ameri-
cans equally. The United states has seen a loss of mid-
skill jobs,1 and over half of the hiring in the past seven 
years has been in industries that pay below $52,000 a 
year.2 manufacturing jobs have evaporated: the sector 
employs only 8 percent of the U.s. work force, com-
pared with 24 percent in 1960 and 13 percent in 2000.3 
at the same time, the number of service industry jobs 
has grown steadily, hitting a U.s. record of more than 
126 million in april 2017, according to the Bureau of 
labor statistics.4

s e n d i n g  J o b s  o v e r s e a s

adding to workers’ anxieties about being displaced by 
new technologies has been the perception of a parade 
of jobs headed overseas. statistics on offshoring jobs 
are slippery and elusive: a U.s. government program to 
collate them was shut down in 2013, and it was prone 
to undercounting.5 other efforts to predict offshoring 
numbers have been wildly inconsistent, with the high 
estimates likely overcounting.6 

“[Clinton] wanted to keep the jobs 
abroad. She didn’t want to bring 
them here. Where Trump wanted  
to bring them here – and that  
affected our everyday life here. 
That affected our ability to survive 
and our ability to function as a 
family. … So for me it was about 
keeping the jobs here.”

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯   Renee Chambers

Warranted or not, this fear was arguably a major fac-
tor in the 2016 presidential election. renee chambers 
of Yakima, Washington, is unemployed and hoping to 
go back to school to change careers. she says she 
voted for donald Trump because “when it came down 
to this last election for me was the viewpoints that  
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Hillary had vs. Trump had. and she wanted to keep the 
jobs abroad. she didn’t want to bring them here. Where 
Trump wanted to bring them here – and that affected 
our everyday life here. That affected our ability to sur-
vive and our ability to function as a family. … so for me 
it was about keeping the jobs here.” 

Trump’s supporters were thrilled by the deal he cut 
with carrier, an air conditioning, heating and refrigera-
tion company in indiana. He claimed to save 1,100 jobs 
at the indianapolis plant from being sent to mexico,7 
although the real number was 800, according to local 
news reports.8 an estimated 550 jobs in another carrier 
plant in indiana, however, are still moving to mexico and 
700 workers will lose their jobs.9

maria l., a retired teacher’s aide in alamosa, colo-
rado, is also worried about jobs, though not for herself. 
“You know, the jobs have, over the years, have gone 
overseas, they’ve gone to different countries. and the 
United states is kind of hurting for jobs. The economy’s 
not so great here,” she says. and although she blames 
a democratic administration for many of the job losses 
– “during the clinton administration i heard that he had 
sent a lot of jobs overseas” – maria was so put off by 
Trump’s brash manner that she pulled the lever for Hill-
ary clinton.

s e n d i n g  J o b s  a c r o s s  s tat e 
l i n e s

Jobs don’t just move overseas – they also head across 
state lines. stephen mullin, president of the econsult 
solutions consulting firm in Philadelphia, says “a huge 
chunk” of the “hundreds of thousands of manufacturing 
jobs” the Philadelphia area has lost over the past 50 
years has gone to southern and western states.

   
  Stephen Mullin, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania

republican lawmakers in southern and western states 
tend to attribute their success in attracting jobs in part 
to relaxed regulations. alabama’s marty connors, for 
instance, says so-called right-to-work laws, which 
allow employees in unionized workplaces to opt out of 
union membership, have helped bring his state into the  
modern era:

“[right to work law has] benefitted us tremendously. 
for example, alabama, which was basically purely 
an agricultural state, let’s say, 40 years ago, is now, i 
think, fourth in automobile manufacturing, and our  
No. 1 employer is health care. … agriculture is still our 
biggest export. But generally speaking, we’ve had a 
major transformation. The No. 1 employer in the state 
of alabama is the University of alabama Birmingham 
medical research. it’s a long way from cottonfields.”

right-to-work laws tend to be clustered in southern and 
midwestern states. They are heavily criticized on the left 
for weakening unions and limiting unions’ ability to bar-
gain collectively.

t h e  u r b a n - r u r a l  d i v i d e

in seattle, Washington, the tech sector is thriving, cre-
ating opportunities even for non-tech workers. dale 
Bright, an official with a local construction workers 
union, says his members are busy: “We’re having … an 
unprecedented boom. We’ve attracted pretty much the 
largest companies in the world – we’ve got amazon, 
we’ve got microsoft, we’ve got Boeing, … we’ve got 
manufacturing, we’ve got tech.” Bright and his union 
can barely keep up with the demand for labor in the 
construction industry, as high-rises and modern glass 
buildings pop up around the city. “There’s over 55 
cranes up in the city right now,” he proudly notes. The 
employment opportunities seem endless in the boom-
ing city of almost 670,000.

Just 140 miles to the east, in rural Yakima, Washing-
ton, the local economy is based primarily on agriculture, 
and people’s prospects are bleaker. Yakima Valley is the 
country’s largest grower of apples and hops.10  

“We’ve got very few in-between jobs,” Yakima resident 
debbie evans says. “so you’re either the low end or 
you’re the lawyer or the doctor. [What about] all these 
people in the middle? or who want to move up? Who 
don’t want to sit there and pick apples all the time?” 
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for those in between, even those with skills and motiva-
tion, finding a fulfilling job can be a challenge, particu-
larly in remote rural areas and small towns. Betty Wilk-
erson, also a Yakima resident, says she wants to work 
at least another decade before retiring, but she has few 
good choices:

“i’m kind of sitting there waiting for someone to retire, 
move up the food chain, move out, or decide to change 
careers so that there’s an opening for me at one of the 
limited organizations that has the type of positions that 
best fit my skill base. and do i really want to move away 
from here to look somewhere else? … i’ve lived here a 
lot of years. do i really want to do that? Not so much.”

“We’ve got very few in-between 
jobs. ... So you’re either the low 
end or you’re the lawyer or the 
doctor. [What about] all these  
people in the middle? Or who want 
to move up?”

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯   Debbie Evans

economic opportunities may abound elsewhere in the 
state, but that growth is not felt in evans and Wilker-
son’s community. many in rural areas feel left out and 
that policies enacted at the state and federal level do 
not have their best interests at heart. 

m i n i m u m  wa g e 

few debates on labor are as visible and heated as the 
one on minimum wage, which at the federal level is 
$7.25 per hour, although more than half of the 50 states 
have set theirs higher. at $11, Washington and massa-
chusetts’ rates are the highest in the country.11 some 
expensive cities have gone beyond that: san francisco, 
seattle and New York all have plans to reach a $15 mini-
mum wage.
 
many americans, particularly democrats, support a 
minimum wage. lecia Brooks, director of the civil 
rights memorial and museum in montgomery, ala-
bama, and outreach director at the southern Poverty 
law center, is among them. she criticizes her state’s 
legislature for nullifying the city of Birmingham’s vote to 
raise its minimum wage – part of the emerging “fight for 
15” campaign that advocates a nationwide $15 mini-

mum wage. “ridiculous,” Brooks says. “What do you 
want? for everyone to live in poverty?”

advocates for a higher minimum wage argue that peo-
ple earning the current nationwide rate, and even higher 
state minimum wages, cannot afford necessities such 
as health care and housing. Their movement has gained 
support across the country, with voters supporting bal-
lot initiatives for higher minimum wages in colorado, 
Washington, arizona and maine in 2016.

a higher minimum wage, however, can have unintended 
consequences, some warn. John o’lague, program 
director for the nonprofit coastal community action 
Program in aberdeen, Washington, says that thanks 
to the state’s new $11 minimum wage, “employers are 
starting to be more selective or they’re not giving full-
time hours because they have to meet their profit mar-
gins. and so, when they’re not giving the full-time hours, 
guess what, i can’t afford my bills.” 

o’lague says he’s worried that some businesses will 
decamp to states such as alabama, where the mini-
mum wage is almost $4 lower than Washington state’s, 
and he says the government needs to offer incen-
tives, including tax breaks, to companies to come to  
Washington’s rural areas.

   

  Debbie Evans, Yakima, Washington

debbie evans has a high school education and worked 
for the same company for 34 years. although she con-
tinued to advance in title at the company, her wages 
were frozen for a decade. she felt frustrated when new, 
inexperienced employees were paid the state’s $11 an 
hour minimum wage. “i could see people coming in at 
a rate that it took me 20 years working there to get to,” 
she says. “and it’s like, ‘Well in about three more years 
you’ll be caught up to where i’ve been for the last 34 
years.’”



e m p l o y m e n t42

renee chambers acknowledges that the minimum 
wage can be a “blessing,” but says it also constrains 
employers from adding jobs:

“To look for a job in today’s world with the minimum 
wage being so high, it’s so hard because employers are 
having to make cutbacks. … They’re not apt to hire as 
many people now. … They’re leaning more toward the 
electronics to substitute customer service positions. 
and it’s made things really difficult, that i’ve seen. and 
people think the minimum wage is great because …  
whether you’re flipping hamburgers or you’re working 
in a retail or you’re working in an office, … you know, 
you have to make that amount. But in turn what’s hap-
pened is you don’t have the job opportunities out there 
because employers have cut back their hiring. a lot.” 

Betty Wilkerson says the higher minimum wage is likely 
to make it harder for young, inexperienced workers to 
find jobs. “Why would you hire a youth that has not 
learned yet those soft skills and those basic employ-
ability skills? When you can hire somebody else who 
has several years of experience for the same amount 
of money. it doesn’t make sense. so that’s been very 
detrimental to our youth,” she says.

t r a i n i n g  t h e  w o r k  F o r c e

as industries transform at breakneck speed, some 
workers struggle to keep up. in Birmingham, for 
instance, about 5,300 iT jobs were posted in 2014 and 
2015, a roughly 40 percent jump in demand, says Josh 
carpenter, director of external affairs at the University of 
alabama at Birmingham. But about 1,000 of those posi-
tions stayed unfilled at any given time, he says.

  Renee Chambers and Betty Wilkerson, 
Yakima, Washington

in response, carpenter and representatives from pri-
vate industry, government and academia started a local 
version of the work force development programs that 

“To look for a job in today’s world with the minimum wage 
being so high, it’s so hard because employers are having to 
make cutbacks. … They’re not apt to hire as many people 
now.”  

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯   Renee Chambers



e m p l o y m e n t43

are springing up around the country to retrain workers. 
in Birmingham, they would focus on teaching young  
people iT skills.

  Josh Carpenter, Birmingham, Alabama

many americans believe high schools and community 
colleges are responsible for educating the work force to 
adapt to the changing needs to employers. Johnathan 
austin, president of the Birmingham city council, says 
basic technical skills should be taught in school to all 
young people, whether or not they attend college:

“Technology is taking over everything, so if we just give 
our students the basic skills when they graduate from 
high school, then they’ll at least be able to go into a 
company and learn everything else that they need to 
learn, like most people do anyway. …The computer and 
the internet is the modern man’s version of the cave-
man’s hammer and chisel. … They’re not optional any-
more. so we need to be able to provide that access and 

training to those individuals so that they can be produc-
tive citizens.”

There is a growing realization that widespread pressure 
on students to attend college might be misplaced and 
that schools must do a better job of preparing those 
who do not attend college for the world of work.

“They’ve prepped most kids to go to college and we’ve 
trained a generation that’s looking to college and not to 
the trades,” says dale Bright, the union official in seattle. 
Unions such as Bright’s are starting to fund high school 
programs that teach students skills, including one that 
gives students the opportunity to build tiny houses, a 
construction trend in the area.

it’s not just students who need help, as many adults find 
themselves un- or underemployed as companies’ skills 
requirements change.

renee chambers, for example, found herself out of 
work, in part because she did not have the computer 
skills needed in her office. “it’s kind of sad because 20 
years ago, not every industry was computer-based.  
… Twenty years [ago] when we first started in the indus-
try, we could pick industries that were not computer-
based and so now … you have to have computer skills,” 
she says.
 
forced to adapt to a rapidly changing industry that 
looks nothing like it did when she started her career, 



e m p l o y m e n t44

chambers is enrolled in a computer training program 
for adults at People for People, a nonprofit. many oth-
ers in her situation lack either the time for or access 
to such programs. The rapidly changing labor market 
leaves many in the middle – and toward the end – of 
their careers in a difficult position.

“The computer and the internet is 
the modern man’s version of the 
caveman’s hammer and chisel. 
… They’re not optional anymore. 
So we need to be able to provide 
that access and training to those  
individuals so that they can be  
productive citizens.”

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯   Johnathan Austin

despite government policies that encourage their hiring, 
veterans, too, are struggling with the shifting job market. 
Jerome ford, program director at the crawford House 
homeless shelter for veterans in colorado springs, col-
orado, says one of the biggest challenges facing veter-
ans returning to civilian life is skill translation: 

“What are you going to do when you’ve been march-
ing up and down the woods all your life killing people, 
defending america’s freedom? What are you going to 
do when you get out after two years, three years? They 
say you can’t re-enlist? Now they want you to come out 
here and find a job. … ‘What have i done? i’ve been in 
the woods, i’ve been in the bush, i’ve been protecting 
my country. so what am i going to do?’” 

b i p a r t i s a n  c o o p e r at i o n ?

The political debate on employment is as much about 
messaging as about policy on the national level. Trump 
was extremely successful in rallying conservatives 
around his battle cry to save american industries, from 
mining to manufacturing, and protect american workers 
from the dangers of outsourcing and major international 
trade deals. Hillary clinton, regardless of her concrete 
policy proposals, was less successful in presenting the 
democratic Party as the voice of the working class.

still, for a couple of reasons, the issue of work force 
development has not yet fallen prey to the United 
states’ hopelessly polarized politics: 1) it has not gained 
enough national attention to become a point of conten-
tion and 2) much of it is done on the state and local 
levels, which are traditionally less-partisan arenas. 
The obama administration proposed making commu-
nity college enrollment free nationwide, but some local 
governments are a few steps ahead. Both liberal (New 
York and oregon) and conservative (Tennessee) states 
have proposed or are implementing free community col-
lege tuition for their residents. even some rural, con-
servative regions in Virginia are providing “last dollar” 
scholarships that bridge the gap between financial aid 
and tuition costs to ensure that anyone can afford to 
attend.12

With the post-recession recovery having left behind 
many families – who worry that automation, outsourc-
ing and even immigration are shaping a job market that 
no longer needs them – it is only wise and humane for 
politicians to take skills development seriously. Though 
voters tend to look to national elected officials to deal 
with their most pressing issues, observers of this issue 
might want to lower their gaze to america’s city councils 
and state capitals to see the future.
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e d u c at i o n

6
C H A P T E R

iN THe UNiTed sTaTes, WHere YoU liVe maY deTermiNe HoW mUcH YoU 

learN iN scHool. BecaUse of fUNdiNG, PersisTeNT seGreGaTioN, 

aNd eVeN THe coUNTrY’s VasT size, locaTioN – WHeTHer across 

ToWN or across THe coUNTrY – caN maKe all THe differeNce Be-

TWeeN a PUBlic edUcaTioN THaT seTs a cHild UP for sUccess aNd 

oNe THaT is a PrelUde To failUre. 

in the United states, where you live may determine how 
much you learn in school. in the fall of 2016, approxi-
mately 50.4 million students began the school year at 
public elementary and secondary schools in the United 
states.1 an additional 5.2 million attended private 
schools2 and over 1.5 million were home-schooled, 
meaning that their parents or a tutor taugh them pri-
vately.3 

once in class, their experiences varied hugely depend-
ing in part on where they lived and how financially 
stable their family was. some were blessed to live in 
school districts that showered money on them and had 
access to good teachers, while others disappeared into 
crowded classrooms or faced a succession of over-
stretched teachers who would stay only a year or two at 
a time. Because of local autonomy and funding, persis-
tent segregation, and even the country’s vast size, loca-
tion – whether across town or across the country – can 
make all the difference between a public education that 
sets a child up for success and one that is a prelude to 
failure. 

That uncertainty continues even after high school, as 
americans rethink some traditional pathways to upward 
mobility, including college or even a technical degree, 
that no longer seem to be guarantors of stability and 
advancement. 

F u n d i n g

The funding each public school receives varies sig-
nificantly by state and even by school district. in part, 
this difference is due to how wealthy a district’s resi-
dents are and how much taxes it can collect. local and 
state governments also have considerable control over 
how they allocate their budgets, which can have a sig-
nificant impact on funding. While some districts, like 
clark county, Nevada, spend less than $8,000 per stu-
dent, others, like ripley center, New York, spend over 
$30,000 per student.4 

F a c t s  a n d  F i g u r e s

	 50.4	million	students	attend	public	elemen-	
 tary and secondary schools

 40 percent of Americans ages 18-24 are  
 enrolled in college

 College graduates earn an average of   
	 $1,156	per	week,	compared	with	$692	for		
 those with only a high school degree

 Close to 90 percent of students at four-year   
	 colleges	receive	financial	aid

	 Student	debt	nationally	is	$1.3	trillion
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“[In California,] my son was getting F’s and D’s and they 
didn’t really care to educate him. And here [in Texas] my son 
is getting A’s and B’s and he’s in college prep classes.”

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯   Vanessa S. 

   

  Stephanie Monahon, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania

The resources available greatly affect the quality of edu-
cation students receive. When the state of Pennsylva-
nia made major funding cuts to schools in 2011, it “had 
pretty significant impacts on public school all across 
the state, and i think in Philadelphia you really feel the 
effects of that,” says stephanie monahon, who works 
in Philadelphia’s city government. one major conse-
quence, she says, is overcrowding in the city’s schools.

Karen Gann of Huntsville, alabama, made the difficult 
decision to home-school her children because she says 
her daughter needed extra attention that she was not 
likely to get in the local public school’s crowded class-

rooms. When Gann and her husband “went to talk to 
the school about it … they kind of brushed us off. so 
we called the school board and the questions we asked 
them, we didn’t like the answers that we got.”

   

  Karen Gann, Huntsville, Alabama

The differences among school districts can lead to 
vastly different outcomes for students. after Vanessa s. 
moved from california to el Paso, Texas, with her chil-
dren, she says her son got more attention in class and 
she watched him blossom. in california, she says, “my 
son was getting f’s and d’s and they didn’t really care 
to educate him. and here my son is getting a’s and B’s 
and he’s in college prep classes.”
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p o v e r t y

school districts’ reliance on local tax revenue predict-
ably leaves schools in poor neighborhoods strapped 
for resources, but the surrounding poverty itself also 
wreaks havoc on attempts to educate. “You can’t focus 
on just education and then let people go home from 
school to really horrible places to live,” says carol But-
ler, executive director of the mike and Gillian Goodrich 
foundation in Birmingham, alabama, an anti-poverty 
nonprofit group. children living in poverty often face a 
multitude of other challenges at home, from hunger to 
abuse. “our children bring so many issues to the school 
building that our teachers don’t really have time to 
teach because they’re having to address all these other 
issues,” Butler says, echoing the frequent complaints of 
teachers who work in poorer districts. among the initia-
tives Butler’s foundation runs is one that places mental 
health counselors in local public schools to help stu-
dents work through some of their challenges at home. 

“Our children bring so many issues to the school 
building that our teachers don’t really have time 
to teach because they’re having to address all 
these other issues.”

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯   Carol Butler

   

  Carol Butler, Birmingham, Alabama

d e s e g r e g at i o n 

The divide in the quality of public schools is not just 
financial but is also tied to the United states’ long his-
tory of racism and segregation (chapter 9). in 1954, 
the U.s. supreme court’s landmark Brown v. Board of 
education decision struck down state laws that estab-
lished separate schools for african-american and white  

children. african-american schools had been given 
fewer resources and poorer facilities, and paid teachers 
less. a further decision by the court, known as Brown 
ii, says the process of integration should be done with, 
“all deliberate speed,” sufficiently vague language that 
many states used it as an excuse to drag their feet. 

as public schools began to integrate, many white fami-
lies moved out of city centers – and took their tax dollars 
with them – to suburbs that were de facto segregated. 
others sent their children to private schools, which were 
often slower to integrate. in Birmingham, for example, 
many white families moved south of the city, over red 
mountain, or “over the mountain,” as locals say, to white 
suburbs, which developed strong school systems. The 
mountain shielded the suburbs from Birmingham’s 
smoke and pollution and divided the suburban whites 
from the african-americans in the city. although de 
jure segregation ended more than half a century ago, 
schools in this area, like cities and towns across the 
country, are still shaped by its legacy. Public schools 
in Birmingham, with a population that is 73.4 percent 
african-american,5 spend $9,426 per student, 20 per-
cent less than neighboring Homewood, which is 74.6 
percent white and spends $12,099 per student.6

   

  Wayne Heard, Birmingham, Alabama

even as a child in the 1990s, Wayne Heard, who is 
african-american, saw white families leave Birmingham 
for leafy suburbs over the mountain, “some of it was 
for better opportunity,” he acknowledges, but “some 
of it was to get away from the increasingly integrated 
inner-city Birmingham. … You have white flight, over the 
mountain.” 

Heard works with young high school graduates from 
Birmingham at a technology skills training program. He 
says that although the city has some good schools:
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“[T]he biggest challenge is the ability to progress past 
high school. … The expectation over the mountain is 
that you’re going to go to college. You’re going to prob-
ably get some kind of grad degree or doctorate and 
probably be in some sort of management capacity and 
salaried job. a lot of times in the inner city it’s, hopefully 
you graduate high school. so i think it’s more of a mind-
set barrier as well as … funding. it’s lack of encourage-
ment for the inner-city school systems.”

Heard says he is “the product of what’s called ‘black 
flight.’ i grew up in inner-city Birmingham, but for high 
school my parents got an apartment over the mountain 
so i could have access to a school over the mountain.” He 
is now pursuing a law degree at Birmingham law school. 

r u r a l  c h a l l e n g e s

rural school districts face many of the same problems 
as their urban and suburban counterparts, but they can 
be compounded by geographical isolation, which com-
plicates, for instance, efforts to hire and keep talented 
teachers or to get reliable broadband internet access. 

“A lot of times in the inner city it’s, hopefully 
you graduate high school. So I think it’s more 
of a mindset barrier as well as … funding. It’s 
lack of encouragement for the inner-city school  
systems.”

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯   Wayne Heard 

on the Quinault reservation, a Native american reser-
vation in Washington state, Tribal council member clar-
inda Underwood says teachers do not stay long in the 
schools. “We have a high turnover in our administration 
– over and over again due to we are so rural,” she says.

   

  Clarinda Underwood, Quinault Nation, Washington 

The reservation used to provide housing for teachers, 
but no longer. instead, many teachers commute hours 
each day to the rural coastal town of Taholah, where the 
schools are located. some teachers come from aber-
deen, an hour south, or even the state’s capital, olympia, 
a two-hour drive away, Underwood says. The district 
has sought to hire Quinault teachers or Quinault mem-
bers with bachelor’s degrees, providing employment for 
educated tribal members and stability for students.

“We have a high turnover in our administration 
– over and over again due to we are so rural.” 

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯   Clarinda Underwood

in addition to being geographically isolated, rural 
schools often struggle to combat digital isolation. The 
U.s. government has invested in expanding internet 
coverage to rural areas, but some areas have not yet 
been reached. many rural schools do not have broad-
band internet access. slow internet connections and 
outdated technology make it harder for students to 
attend college-level advanced Placement classes and 
remedial classes online, which may not be offered in 
their own schools.7 The limited resources of the schools 
themselves are thus compounded by the lack of access 
to digital resources. 

c h a n g i n g  l e g i s l at i o n 

amid concerns about U.s. schools’ international com-
petitiveness, and with certain groups of students per-
sistently falling behind their peers, congress passed 
bipartisan educational reforms known as the No child 
left Behind act in 2002.8 The reforms, intended to track 
performance and hold schools more accountable to 
state and federal governments, required students to sit 
for standardized testing on a regular basis. schools that 
did not meet targets were penalized and states could 
intervene. The reforms also instituted teacher evaluation 
based on student outcomes. 

although these measures were established to ensure 
that all students receive a quality education, the focus 
on testing has been a subject of criticism from parents, 
educators and students alike. No child left Behind’s 
teacher evaluations were particularly controversial, as 
they put immense pressure on teachers. many teachers 
spent significant portions of the school year preparing 
students for the tests.  
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“[Teachers] are so worried about the tests instead of 
teaching our kids,” says Blanca Gallego, a small-busi-
ness owner in Pecos, Texas. she says she asked her 
9-year-old’s fourth-grade teacher, “What is the main 
focus in teaching our kids? it’s either for them to learn 
or for them to pass a test. i don’t know. i don’t think it’s 
fair.” similarly, Patricia c., a mother of six in el Paso, 
Texas, has seen a change in the way schools are teach-
ing, “High school [is] more centered around their testing 
procedures and whether or not they will help the school 
meet their standards. Because if they don’t score [highly 
enough], their standards go down and they lose their 
ratings and they lose their funding.”

No child left Behind is being replaced by the every 
student succeeds act for the 2017-2018 school year.9 
although standardized testing will still be required, 
states can establish their own accountability goals. 
Teachers are no longer evaluated based on their stu-
dents’ outcomes. 

many think these reforms do a disservice to students. 
“i would not go into [teaching] as a profession today,” 
says lindsay reid, a retired teacher in Bellingham, 
Washington. “The public education system has been 

eroded by people making policy for teachers who don’t 
understand what it’s like to be in a classroom or the art 
of education, the relationships between students and 
teacher, the relationships beyond whether you can pass 
a standardized test.” 

reid says focusing on tests gives the illusion that chil-
dren are learning while neglecting “what really gets kids 
learning and excited, learning and critically thinking, 
and wanting to explore the universe.”

as the every student succeeds act comes into effect, 
new national debates are emerging about the public 
school system. donald Trump’s secretary of educa-
tion, businesswoman Betsy deVos, advocates school 
voucher systems that would allow students to receive 
public funding to attend private schools. democrats 
have been critical of deVos, claiming that the policy 
would cause serious damage to the public-school sys-
tem. 

c o l l e g e

after graduating from high school, more students are 
pursuing higher education: The share of 18- to 24-year-
olds enrolled in college rose from 35.5 percent in 2000 

“[Teachers] are so worried about the tests instead of  
teaching our kids. What is the main focus in teaching our 
kids? It’s either for them to learn or for them to pass a test. I 
don’t know. I don’t think it’s fair.” 

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯   Blanca Gallego
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to 40 percent in 2014.10 measured in absolute numbers, 
17 million students enrolled in degree-granting, post-
secondary institutions in 2015, up from 13.2 million in 
2000.11 

The lion’s share of those institutions are colleges. in 
the United states, the term college typically refers to 
an institution of higher learning that confers a four-year 
bachelor’s degree. These can be parts of larger universi-
ties or independent. community colleges offer two-year 
associate’s degrees, typically at a lower cost. students 
then have the option to transfer to a four-year bachelor’s 
program at another institution. 

in 2006, 28 percent of the U.s. population over the age 
of 25 held a bachelor’s degree or higher. currently 33.4 
percent do.12 college graduates face an unemployment 
rate of only 2.5 percent, compared with those with only a 
high school degree (5.3 percent) and those who did not 
complete high school (7.7 percent).13 Those with bach-
elor’s degrees also earn significantly more. in 2016, col-
lege graduates earned an average of $1,156 per week, 
compared with $692 for those with only a high school 
degree.14 

“One of the great problems in the 
United States today is this notion 
that you have to go to college and 
spend four years getting some  
degree that’s unemployable.”  

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯   Marty Connors

That might sound like good news, but some have 
started to question the trend. 

marty connors, former chairman of the alabama 
republican Party, says too many colleges are churning 
out people ill-equipped for the job market. 

“one of the great problems in the United states today 
is this notion that you have to go to college and spend 
four years getting some degree that’s unemployable,” 
he says. Taking aim at those with degrees in “soft” sub-
jects such as philosophy or women’s studies, connors 
says, “Nobody wants to hire that, except other schools. 
… What do you do with a degree like that other than 
teach that to someone else?”

instead, he says, “We need more people who know how 
to fix things, and build things, and do things, and we 
need people who are better at knowing how to finance 
things and, you know, understand corporate law, than 
we do philosophical, feel-good self-esteem degrees 
that are completely unemployable.” 

for her part, Underwood disagrees that employment is 
the sole purpose of a college education. “it’s not always 
that you’re going to get the job that you want, but it sure 
opens your mind,” she says. 

e l i t i s t s 

some americans see higher education as liberal, elitist 
and out of touch. among conservative-leaning ameri-
cans, 58 percent believe that “colleges and universi-
ties have a negative effect on the way things are going 
in the country,” according to a recent Pew survey.15 in 
contrast, 72 percent of democrats or left-leaning ameri-
cans believe that they have a positive effect.16

in recent years many universities have been mocked 
by conservatives for creating environments that are 
hyper-politically correct, providing students with so-
called ‘trigger warnings’ when reading material or class 
discussion could be upsetting to them. conservatives 
claim that this is out of touch with reality. 

immediately following the 2016 election, for example, 
some universities sets up so-called safe spaces for 
students to talk about the outcome.17 at one presti-
gious college, columbia University, in New York, some  
professors even cancelled midterm exams the day after 
the election.18 

This protective attitude does not sit well with every-
one. Huntsville, alabama resident sandra says, “one 
thing that bothers me [… is that] they’re not children 
anymore, they’re in college. ... i cannot believe that  
parents are paying money to Harvard and big schools 
like that and they allow cry rooms,” she says. students, 
she complains, are “not being taught how to lose.” 

t h e  c o s t

Unlike in many european countries, U.s. students 
and their families are on the hook for massive college 
tuition bills, which can approach $60,000 per year for 
an undergraduate program and even more for graduate 
studies at top private colleges.19 although public univer-
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sities are often cheaper, costs can still reach $10,000 to 
$20,000 a year for state residents and top $30,000 for 
out-of-state students.20 

   

  Richard Schulik, Denver, Colorado

“The cost of education in this country is totally out of 
hand,” says richard schulik, a surgeon in denver, colo-
rado.

renee chambers, an unemployed single mother of two 
teenage boys in Yakima, Washington, plans to return 
to higher education for a degree that she estimates will 
cost “a little over $40,000.” 

“How do i pay to get this new set of skills to fit into the 
market today? When my education cost me half of what 
my house does?” chambers says. “i still have bills. i still 
have two boys that need to eat.”

most universities offer some combination of grants 
and loans to students who could not afford to attend 
otherwise. Nearly 90 percent of students entering four-
year, undergraduate degree programs in the 2014-
2015 school year received financial aid.21 at some of 
the nation’s most prestigious universities, scholarships 
cover the full cost of tuition. at Princeton University, for 
example, more than 60 percent of students qualify for 
aid. Undergraduate students whose families earn less 
than $65,000 per year are given full scholarships and 
graduate debt free.22 

most universities, however, cannot afford to offer such 
comprehensive aid to their students. outside organiza-
tions, from nonprofits to corporations, also offer schol-
arships to help students cover exorbitant tuition fees. 
The Quinault Nation, for example, provides scholarships 
to 100 Quinault students, including clarinda Under-
wood’s son. combined with other grants, she says, the 

money allows him to attend Washington state Univer-
sity.

life can be precarious for those dependent on financial 
aid, which is often complicated to navigate and comes 
with strings attached. Basilia c. received grants to 
cover her first semester of university in el Paso, Texas. 
But when her grades slipped, she lost some of her fund-
ing, which was contingent upon her academic perfor-
mance. she now worries if she will be able to continue 
her studies.

despite scholarships and financial aid, students can 
easily end up tens of thousands of dollars in debt, 
sometimes owing over $100,000. in early 2017, student 
loan debt reached $1.3 trillion nationally.23 

many americans wonder if the cost of education is worth 
it. monahon, the Philadelphia city official, says when 
young interns and staff members ask if they should pur-
sue a master’s degree, she hesitates. “There have been 
a lot of times i’ve said to people, ‘You’re going to spend 
$60,000 on a master’s right now. do the math on that 
payment. ask yourself how much of a raise you have 
to get for that to actually pay off.’ it’s a shame that we 
are living an environment right now where [we] are not 
investing in having a better educated, higher-performing 
work force.”

“The cost of education in this 
country is totally out of hand.” 

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯   Richard Schulik

Tuition is not the only cost that students must weigh 
when considering their choices. many young people 
have family responsibilities pushing them straight into 
the work force. “a lot of [high school graduates] are 
coming from single-parent homes. … They’re having 
to become immediately productive citizens for their 
households,” says Johnathan austin, president of the 
Birmingham city council. it’s a difficult decision made 
at the expense of an education that could boost their 
earning potential in the long run, he says. 

a lt e r n at i v e s

even some degrees that once seemed bulletproof no 
longer offer the returns students had come to expect.
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for instance, atim smith of el Paso, Texas, who cur-
rently does not work, has a degree in information tech-
nology but says, “Not once has my degree served me 
well. it’s a fancy piece of paperwork at this point.” 

   

  Atim Smith, El Paso, Texas

smith says the jobs are limited in el Paso, where the 
official unemployment rate was 4.8 percent in may 
2017, slightly above the 4.1 percent national average.24 
He says colleges do not adequately prepare students 
for the labor market, so he does not “push the whole 
college agenda 100 percent.” instead, he says, “i just 

tell my children, ‘Hey – pursue something. Get some 
type of skill or passion and you’ll do all right.’”

dale Bright, a union leader in seattle, Washington, 
agrees. Bright points out that apprentices with his con-
struction union often start out making 60 percent of a 
full wage, or almost $21 per hour, plus $11 in benefits. 
By contrast, he says, “i have a friend who’s making 
$42,000 with a master’s degree. i looked at him when 
he told me that and i almost shed a tear for him and 
said, ‘i’ve got an apprenticeship program.’” 

as discussed in chapter 5, as jobs become more tech-
nical and university education becomes more expen-
sive, perhaps some americans will shift their attention 
to work force development programs, like apprentice-
ships and iT skills classes to help prepare the next gen-
eration of american workers. However, even if these 
programs expand and provide better alternatives to col-
lege for young high school graduates, elementary and 
secondary schools will need to adequately prepare stu-
dents to participate. for those who do choose to study, 
universities will need to solve their cost problem in order 
to ensure that their students are able to afford it. 

“How do I pay to get this new set of skills to fit into the  
market today? When my education cost me half of what my house 
does? I still have bills. I still have two boys that need to eat.”

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯   Renee Chambers
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7
C H A P T E R

THe affordaBle care acT is a WorK iN ProGress. cHaNGes 

mUsT Be made To KeeP THe sYsTem afloaT aNd eNsUre THaT care  

remaiNs affordaBle. iroNicallY, deTermiNed coNserVaTiVe  

efforTs To roll BacK THe aca’s coVeraGe exPaNsioN maY Be  

resPoNsiBle iN ParT for americaNs’ GroWiNG accePTaNce of THe 

idea of UNiVersal HealTH care.

When siobhán lyons moved from ireland to the 
United states, she was shocked to receive invitations 
for fundraisers for sick friends. “i had never been to a  
fundraiser for someone who had cancer before, and 
this is now a regular occurrence,” she says. “on the 
one hand, it’s wonderful. People in the United states 
are extremely generous and you can throw a fundraiser 
for a friend who has cancer and you might raise $30,000 
to $50,000. That’s great, but it normalizes the lack of 
provision of affordable health care in the United states.” 

Not only is health care in the United states hugely 
expensive, or even out of reach for many despite recent 
major expansions in coverage, it is also extremely com-
plicated, even to highly educated and well-informed 
americans.

most people interviewed for this survey explained their 
positions on the current system by using the personal 
experiences they or those close to them had, or by 
echoing the language of politicians from their parties, 
much more so than on other issues.

Those who spoke of personal experiences tended to 
emphasize the cost of care. like many others, atim 
smith of el Paso, Texas, blamed the affordable care 
act, commonly referred to as “obamacare” or the aca,  
for rising insurance premiums. “[obamacare] didn’t hurt 
me personally because of my job. i was getting cover-
age through my company,” he says. “However, i had 

friends who had to pay a little more than they were  
actually making.”

   

  Martin, Birmingham, Alabama

in 2011, a year after the aca took effect and shortly 
after martin started attending the University of alabama, 
he was diagnosed with leukemia. He did not have health 
insurance, but he says thanks to government programs, 
including medicare and medicaid, he got the care he 
needed and is now healthy. He counts himself lucky, 
“that health care has always been very in reach. i’ve 
never had too much of a hurdle to jump over in the che-
motherapies, in my hospital therapies.” He worries that 
republican lawmakers would do harm to many ameri-
cans if they follow through on their vows to repeal the 
legislation, “without having a visible sense of what [they] 
want to either replace it with or help these people out 
with.” 
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“I had never been to a fundraiser for someone who had  
cancer before, and this is now a regular occurrence.” 

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯   Siobhán Lyons

outside of personal experience, many americans make 
sense of the health care debate by listening to politi-
cians – particularly of their own party. on both sides 
of the aisle, politicians cite statistics and stories of 
constituents to simplify – and sometimes oversimplify 
– this extremely complicated and partisan debate. a 
July 2017 survey found that 77 percent of democrats  
support the aca, whereas 50 percent of independents 
and 16 percent of republicans do.1 This is a significant 
shift for democrats and independents: in 2015 only 61 
percent of democrats, 41 percent of independents and 
17 percent of republicans approved.2 

a c c e s s  t o  c a r e

Twenty-nine million americans, just under 10 percent 
of the population, are without health insurance.3 These 
are mostly people who do not get insurance through 
their employer and cannot afford to buy a plan outright, 
those unaware that they qualify for help or subsidies, or 
poor people who live in states with restrictive medicaid 
coverage.4 Their numbers have been shrinking, and they 
might shrink even further if republican state officials 
who have resisted loosening eligibility requirements for 
medicaid relent now that conservatives’ attempts in 
congress to repeal the aca – which funded an expan-
sion of medicaid coverage – have failed.

at the same time, health-care spending per capita in the 
United states far outpaces other developed countries,5 

and over a quarter of american adults ages 18 to 64 say 
they or a member of their household struggled or failed 
to pay medical bills in the last 12 months.6

for many uninsured, an unexpected medical emergency 
can mean bankruptcy. Because hospitals are legally 
required to provide emergency care to anyone who 
needs it, whether or not they are insured,7 uninsured 
people sometimes do not receive treatment until they 
are very sick, and emergency rooms are often crowded 
with people effectively forced to use them as their pri-
mary doctor’s office.8 although hospitals that treat many 
poor or uninsured people receive subsidies from the 
government, a Northwestern University study found 
that hospitals typically “are left to absorb at least two-
thirds of the cost of all of this uncompensated care.”9 

even for those with insurance, access to affordable care 
varies significantly. for instance, those insured with 
medicaid, a government program for the poor, have 
fewer choices of hospitals and doctors than some with 
private insurance.

further, rural areas often suffer from a relative dearth 
of doctors and facilities, even though the government 
provides grants and subsidies to ensure that hospitals 
and clinics can operate there. 

Venetta seals, mayor of Pecos, Texas, is also the direc-
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tor of public relations for reeves county Hospital. she 
says that until a local clinic opened that offered kidney 
dialysis, residents who needed the treatment had to 
travel more than an hour each way three times a week. 
“and that was over 50,000 miles a year they were ha-
ving to travel just for life-saving treatment,” she says. 

   

  Mayor Venetta Seals, Pecos, Texas

rural areas also tend to have fewer insurance compa-
nies selling plans through “marketplaces” created by 
the aca for those without insurance through their job 
or a government program, so the premiums tend to be 
higher for a lack of competition.10 

Both insured and uninsured americans, particularly in 
the border regions, travel abroad for less expensive 
medical care. Professor Josiah Heyman of the Univer-
sity of Texas at el Paso estimates that 25 to 30 per-
cent of el Paso’s residents travel to neighboring Juarez, 
mexico, for care. some americans head in the opposite 
direction, to canada, for procedures and prescriptions, 
which are often cheaper than in the United states. so-
called medical tourism is also popular to india, Brazil 
and south Korea.

t h e  m a n d at e

The passage of the aca was a cornerstone of Presi-
dent Barack obama’s presidency, reshaping the U.s. 
health care landscape. most controversially, it required 
all americans to have health insurance or face a finan-
cial penalty, which for 2017 is either 2.5 percent of 
household income or $695 per adult ($347.50 per child), 
whichever is higher.11 

many americans, particularly conservatives, see the 
mandate as government overreach.

“i think that ought to be the person’s prerogative,” says 

reid leach, a retired postal worker from alamosa, colo-
rado. “if they want to carry health insurance they ought 
to be able to, but i don’t think they should be fined just 
[because] they don’t.”

coupled with the mandate was a ban on insurance 
companies’ practice of refusing coverage to those with 
pre-existing conditions, from diabetes to cancer, and 
even pregnancy. With the aca, insurance companies 
were willing to accept such patients because their co-
verage costs were offset by the mandate, which brought 
healthier people into the insurance pool.

The affordable care act provides subsidies for some 
people who earn too much to qualify for medicaid but 
cannot afford insurance on their own. still, many on 
the right and left say the plans are not affordable, ma-
king the steep penalty unreasonable. “i know people 
who cannot afford health insurance under the affor- 
dable care act,” says Jane Walsh Waitkus, a demo-
cratic member of the luzerne county council in Penn-
sylvania. They are “in the in-between land,” she says. 
“No health insurance even though they’re supposed to 
have it” but not poor enough to qualify for medicaid or 
subsidies. 

“I think that ought to be the  
person’s prerogative. … If they 
want to carry health insurance 
they ought to be able to, but I don’t 
think they should be fined just  
[because] they don’t.” 

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯   Reid Leach

“if you don’t have money to pay for the insurance, you’re 
not going to have it no matter what,” says seals. “if you 
have to choose between insurance and putting food on 
the table, chances are you’re going to put food on the 
table,” she says.

although he concedes – as many of the law’s backers 
do – that the aca has some serious problems, inclu-
ding affordability, surgeon richard schulik of denver, 
colorado, says the mandate is critical. “The way insu-
rance works is that you pool people who don’t need 
it as much with people who do need it more. and you 
spread the cost. … Hopefully over most people’s lives 
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there’s a period when you’re paying more into it than 
you get, and there are other periods when you’re taking 
out more than you’re putting in. i think you hit the jack-
pot if you put in a fair amount during your lifetime and 
you never require a lot of money spent on your health 
care. That’s a win.” 

although some see the mandate as an infringement of 
personal liberty, others believe universal health care is a 
fundamental right.

“it’s sort of out of control that we can’t as a country 
that’s considered as great as we are – that we can’t pro-
vide affordable health care to everyone. and [my hus-
band and i] do believe that it’s a right, not a privilege,” 
lindsay reid of Bellingham, Washington, says.

t h e  h e a lt h  i n s u r a n c e  
m a r k e t p l a c e 

The aca created marketplaces, or exchanges, which 
allow those not on medicaid or medicare and with-
out work-based insurance to buy private insurance. 
although only a small portion of americans – 11 mil-
lion as of march 2016 – get their insurance this way, 
the marketplaces have been the focus of much of the 
recent political debate over health care.12

applicants can use the federally facilitated or the state-

based marketplaces, and the vast majority of those in 
this system – 83 percent – receive a health care tax 
credit that lowers the monthly premium cost.13 although 
many see the tax credits and subsidies as a waste of 
taxpayer dollars, others argue that they are insufficient 
and that more needs to be done to make the plans 
affordable. 

p r i vat e  i n s u r a n c e

almost half of americans receive health insurance 
through their employers, which typically means that 
their employer offers a plan or a selection of plans from 
which employees can choose. employers typically pay 
a portion of the cost and employees pay the rest. 

employer-based insurance in the United states took off 
during World War ii, when factory owners offered health 
insurance as a benefit to attract workers. in 1943, the 
internal revenue service deemed that employers’ pay-
ments for health insurance were not subject to the same 
taxes as wages, and in 1954, further legislation offered 
additional tax advantages.14 Throughout the 1950s and 
1960s, work-based insurance became the norm: The 
share of the population covered by these plans sky-
rocketed from 9 percent in 1940 to 70 percent in the 
1960s.15 currently, 156 million americans, nearly half 
of the U.s. population, receive insurance through an 
employer plan.16 

“I think you hit the jackpot if you put in a fair amount during 
your lifetime and you never require a lot of money spent on 
your health care. That’s a win.”  

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯   Richard Schulik
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The affordable care act now requires larger employers 
to provide insurance for most of their full-time employ-
ees and provides tax incentives for smaller businesses 
to do so,17 but these plans can be expensive. dale 
Bright, an official with a construction workers union in 
seattle, Washington, that provides health insurance 
for its members, says the “cost of health care is just 
destroying us.” 

renee chambers, a job-seeker in Yakima, Washington, 
suspects that fewer places are hiring because of the 
law’s requirements that employers provide insurance. a 
2016 study did not see significant changes in employer 
behavior based on the affordable care act require-
ments,18 but some critics of the aca argue that any 
major changes in employer behavior would take some 
time to be felt.

m e d i c a r e 

although a plurality of americans procure their insur-
ance through their employer, tens of millions are insured 
publicly through the medicare and medicaid programs 
established in 1965 by President lyndon Johnson. 

medicare provides insurance to more than 55 million 
americans, including those 65 and older as well as 
younger people with disabilities and anyone with end-
stage renal disease. it is funded primarily by payroll 
taxes but also by premiums paid by enrollees who do 
not qualify for free coverage.

“I don’t consider [Medicare and 
Social Security] an entitlement. 
I consider it a promise, that  
somebody’s trying to take away.” 

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯   Jim Peacock

medicare typically covers 80 percent of health-care costs. 
for poor beneficiaries, medicaid will sometimes step in 
to cover the rest, but other enrollees sometimes buy so-
called “medigap” policies to extend their coverage. 

Those private medigap plans can be expensive. “i’m 
really annoyed with what’s happening with health care,” 
says maria l., a retiree from alamosa, colorado. “We’ve 
worked our butts off all our lives and then … we don’t 
get a break in anything. … The medical insurance is 

sky high, even for us, that we’ve [paid into for] so many 
years. i don’t think that the government is supporting 
the seniors for all they’ve done.”

   

  Jim Peacock, El Paso, Texas

lawmakers worry that the payroll taxes that fund the 
system may not be able to sustain the nation’s aging 
population – demographers project that by 2030, one-
fifth of americans will be older than 65.19 But many on 
both the right and left see these systems as a contract 
between citizens and the government. “[lawmakers] 
say, ‘oh, we’ve got to do something about social secu-
rity and medicare.’ … i paid for that crap for 40 to 50 
years! and i don’t consider it an entitlement. i consider 
it a promise, that somebody’s trying to take away,” says 
Jim Peacock, a retiree from el Paso, Texas. 

m e d i c a i d  a n d  c h i p

medicaid is public insurance funded jointly by the fe-
deral and state governments.20 it covers low-income 
people and families, but coverage varies significantly by 
state. some states have expanded medicaid through 
the aca to cover anyone with an income of up to 133 
percent of the official poverty line, while other states 
have more restricted access.21 

for poor people who need health care, where they 
live can make all the difference. carmelita l., a single 
mother who lives in a homeless shelter with her sons, 
says her children received medicaid coverage in New 
mexico but lost it once they moved to el Paso, as Texas 
has not expanded coverage.

in addition to medicaid, there is the children’s Health 
insurance Program (cHiP), which provides low-cost 
public insurance to children, typically from families that 
earn too much to qualify for medicaid but cannot afford 
private plans.22
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v e t e r a n s  a d m i n i s t r at i o n

The U.s. government offers health care to many mili-
tary veterans through a system of hospitals and clinics. 
in recent years, these Veterans administration facili-
ties have come under fire for long waiting periods for 
appointments.

   

  Vicky Pettis, Colorado Springs, Colorado

Vicky Pettis, executive director of the colorado Vete-
rans resource coalition and crawford House, a home-
less shelter for veterans in colorado springs, sees this 
problem firsthand. she says veterans at the shelter, who 
often have serious health problems as a result of their 
military service, must wait months to see Va doctors. 
“They’re fine when they’re in [the military], but once 
you get injured or your time is up, it’s like … you’re a 
third-class citizen,” Pettis says. “like they don’t need 
you anymore. …These … guys and gals put their lives 
on the line to protect this country, and then this is how 
they get treated when they get out. i think they can do a  
better job at taking care of them.”

“These … guys and gals put their 
lives on the line to protect this 
country, and then this is how they 
get treated when they get out. I 
think they can do a better job at 
taking care of them.” 

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯   Vicky Pettis

after media exposés of the delays, the Va has tried to 
reduce wait times. according to a new tracking tool, 
more than 90 percent of veterans’ health-care appoint-
ments were scheduled within 30 days of the requested 
date, at the time of writing.23

t h e  i n d i a n  h e a lt h  s e r v i c e

The indian Health service provides care to 2.2  
million Native americans under treaties signed with the 
tribes.24 The iHs has an annual budget of $5.1 billion 
and employs hundreds of doctors, nurses and other 
medical professionals.

clarinda Underwood, a member of the Quinault Tribal 
council in Washington state, says the system’s fun-
ding is inadequate. Quinault Nation, like many reserva-
tions, is rural, which Underwood says makes it difficult 
to retain medical professionals at the local clinic, so the 
tribe must offer incentives. “sometimes we have to pro-
vide them the money that they would normally get in the 
city so that they are able to come here,” she says. 

t h e  $ 3  t r i l l i o n  i n d u s t r y

The health-care industry, from private hospitals and 
major research institutions to drug companies and 
insurance providers, is a significant chunk of the U.s. 
economy, employing more than 12 million people.25 
Health-care expenditures reached $3.2 trillion in 2015, 
and they continue to climb, soaking up roughly 17.8 
percent of the nation’s GdP.26 

“With an aging population and 
more effective technology, that 
sort of health-care growth has 
sort of buoyed the entire U.S. 
economy, not just the Birmingham  
economy.”

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯   Josh Carpenter

“Health care is a big industry here and the reason that 
business is booming isn’t always good,” says Josh 
carpenter, director of external affairs at the University 
of alabama Birmingham. “We have one of the highest 
rates of obesity and chronic illness – comorbidities. so 
there’s a need. But with an aging population and more 
effective technology, that sort of health-care growth has 
sort of buoyed the entire U.s. economy, not just the Bir-
mingham economy.”

o u t l o o k

The affordable care act is a work in progress. 
changes must be made to keep the system afloat 
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and ensure that care becomes affordable. republican  
lawmakers have been working actively to repeal the 
aca and make good on a campaign promise they have 
been making for the better part of a decade. ironically, 
though, determined conservative efforts to roll back the 
aca’s coverage expansion may be responsible in part 
for americans’ growing acceptance of the idea of uni-
versal health care.27

Given the historic unpopularity of republican health-
care proposals in 2017, it seems the debate on this 
issue in the United states has shifted to the left.28 as 
more americans become insured and benefit from sub-
sidies, access to care and coverage for pre-existing 
conditions, politicians find it increasingly perilous to 
push for a return to the pre-obamacare days – just how 
perilous we will find out in the congressional elections of 
November 2018 when we witness the fate of those who 
voted to repeal the aca.

t h e 

p l a n

t h e  d e ta i l s n u m b e r  

e n r o l l e d

c o s t  t o  

i n s u r e d

insurance 

Through 

employment

most of the cost is paid for by employers, with employees 

paying premiums.

Under the affordable care act, employers with more than 

50 employees are required to provide insurance that pays 

at least 60 percent of the cost of a list of medical services 

for a standard population and covers a substantial portion 

of physician and inpatient hospital costs for their workers, 

including those with pre-existing conditions.29 Those with 

fewer employees might be eligible for a tax credit or can 

use the exchange (marketplace) to find the best option.

156 million30 Varies by plan and state. 

employers pay for part 

of the plan. on average 

employee contributes 

$1,255 per year for 

single-person plan.31

Health insurance 

marketplace 

The Health insurance marketplace is for people who do not 

have qualifying health coverage, whether through their job, 

medicare, medicaid, cHiP or another source.32 applicants 

can apply via the federally facilitated marketplace or the 

state-based marketplace. many who sign up for insurance 

this way receive a health-care tax credit that lowers the 

monthly premium cost.33 

11 million34 Varies by person and 

region. in 2017 a 

40-year-old non-smoker 

earning $30,000 per 

year pays about $207 

per month ($2,484 per 

year) for a basic plan.35 

medicare medicare is a federal government health insurance program 

that covers people over 65 years old, disabled people 

under 65, or anyone with permanent kidney failure.36 medi-

care is paid for through two trust fund accounts held by 

the U.s. Treasury: the Hospital insurance Trust fund, which 

comes from workers’ payroll taxes, and the supplementary 

medical insurance Trust fund, whose funds are authorized 

by congress.37  

55.3 million38 Typically no cost to 

enrollees, but many buy 

supplemental insurance.
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t h e 

p l a n

t h e  d e ta i l s n u m b e r  

e n r o l l e d

c o s t  t o  

i n s u r e d

medicaid and 

cHiP

medicaid is a joint federal and state program that, with 

the children’s Health insurance Program (cHiP), provides 

health coverage to about 74.5 million americans, including 

children, pregnant women, parents, the elderly and people 

with disabilities. Under the affordable care act, eligibil-

ity for children has been extended to families earning up 

to 133 percent of the federal poverty level ($11,880 for 

an individual) in every state. some states have expanded 

their medicaid coverage to this same threshold. eligibility 

varies by state and can be based on income alone or can 

include household size, disability, age and other factors.39 

The federal government pays states for a percentage of 

program expenditures based on criteria including per 

capita income.40 

74.5 million41 No or low cost to 

enrollees.

indian Health 

service (iHs)

The indian Health service provides care through its own 

facilities or affiliated providers to federally recognized 

american indians and alaska Natives.42 iHs serves about 

2.2 million members of 567 tribes43 and receives funding 

from congress, with a 2017 budget of about $5.1 billion.44

2.2 million45 No cost to enrollees.

Veterans admi-

nistration (Va)

People who served in the military for at least two years 

and were not dishonorably discharged may qualify for 

Va health-care benefits.46 in addition, those discharged 

for disability or injury incurred in the line of duty or those 

who served prior to september 7, 1980, are automatically 

eligible.

9.1 million47 Typically no cost to 

enrollees.

Uninsured People who can afford health insurance but choose not 

to buy it must pay a penalty. for the year 2017, this is 

either 2.5 percent of household income or $695 per adult 

($347.50 per child), whichever is higher. for those unin-

sured for just a few months, the penalty is lower.48

29 million49 No insurance costs. all 

health-care costs paid 

out-of-pocket.

*Note that some people use a combination of these programs
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i m m i g r at i o n

8
C H A P T E R

TrUmP’s camPaiGN rHeToric oN immiGraTioN aPPealed To maNY  

VoTers, BUT if His admiNisTraTioN coNTiNUes To cracK doWN oN  

UNdocUmeNTed immiGraNTs iT Will face cHalleNGes oN BoTH 

THe lefT aNd riGHT. THis NaTioN of im miGraNTs mUsT NoW  

deTermiNe WHaT role iT WaNTs NeWcomers To PlaY iN iTs cUlTUre  

aNd ecoNomY iN THe fUTUre. 

When donald Trump kicked off his 2016 election cam-
paign, he told the crowd gathered at Trump Tower in 
New York city, “When mexico sends its people, they’re 
not sending their best. … They’re sending people that 
have lots of problems, and they’re bringing those prob-
lems with [them]. They’re bringing drugs. They’re bring-
ing crime. They’re rapists.” although many gasped at 
their televisions when they watched the candidate’s 
brash remarks on the nightly news, others cheered, 
happy to hear the newly minted politician speaking his 
mind.

Trump’s rhetoric sparked a heated national debate on 
immigration. liberals have hurled accusations of racism 
at Trump and his supporters, while conservatives have 
blamed liberals for allowing too many undocumented 
immigrants – especially criminals – into the country. 

d e m o g r a p h i c  s h i F t s

every year approximately 1 million people move to 
the United states with a visa, adding to the country’s  
foreign-born population of 43.3 million, 13.5 percent of 
the national population.1
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in addition to those documented immigrants, approxi-
mately 11 million undocumented people live in the 
United states.2 Their number rose significantly through-
out the 1990s and early 2000s but tapered off with the 
financial crisis of 2008 and has remained stable for the 
past decade. They come primarily from mexico, Guate-
mala, el salvador and other central american countries, 
though a small but growing number are arriving from 
china.3

“most people think that the problem with the border is 
unauthorized migration,” says Josiah Heyman, director 
of the center for inter-american and Border studies at 
the University of Texas at el Paso. “Unauthorized migra-
tion is important, but not only is it going down, … it is 
going down quite a lot. But also, it doesn’t compare to 
the volume of everyday legal authorized crossings.” 

“Unauthorized migration is important, but not 
only is it going down, … it is going down quite a 
lot. But also, it doesn’t compare to the volume of 
everyday legal authorized crossings.”

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯   Josiah Heyman

although most immigration and border crossings to the 
United states are legal, for the purposes of family reuni-
fication and employment, undocumented immigration 
dominates the political discussion on the subject and 
will be the focus of this chapter.

o p e n  b o r d e r s

many conservatives say the obama administration was 
lenient in enforcing immigration laws, which in turn, 

UNaUTHorized immiGraNT PoPUlaTioN iN THe UNiTed sTaTes

Pew Research Center.
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Trump said, allowed many dangerous people to enter 
the United states. “countless americans who have 
died in recent years would be alive today if not for the 
open border policies of [obama’s] administration,”4 he 
declared in an august 2016 campaign speech. conser-
vatives’ perception that obama’s negligence on border 
security endangered americans has been fueled by 
coverage of the issue by right-leaning media such as 
fox News.

in reality, undocumented immigrants are less likely to 
commit crimes than native-born U.s. citizens. a study 
by the cato institute, a libertarian think tank, found that 
the incarceration rate for undocumented immigrants is 
0.85 percent, slightly more than half the 1.53 percent 
rate for U.s.-born americans.5 Nevertheless, many 
americans see their neighborhoods and communities 
changing because of immigration and worry about the 
consequences.

race plays an important part in the national dialogue 
about immigration and american identity, even beyond 
the president’s racially charged remarks on the cam-
paign trail. coastal urbanites have been quick to dis-
miss Trump supporters and citizens who want to curtail 
undocumented immigration as racists, leading some on 
the right to feel they cannot air legitimate concerns on 
the subject. This topic will be addressed in chapter 9. 

council member Kathy dobash in luzerne county, 
Pennsylvania, associates immigrants with unsettling 
changes in her hometown, although she does not blame 
them solely for a perceived uptick in local crime. 

“i can’t blame it just on the immigrants coming to the 

area, that would be unfair,” she says. “i don’t know what 
happened because that’s not the city i knew growing 
up. my mom had home invasions. These are big, big 
changes. i would never have imagined my city turning 
into this.” an epidemic of drug use, she acknowledges, 
is also a part of the problem. 

“ d o  i t  r i g h t ” 

although undocumented immigrants are less likely to 
commit crimes than the average american, many con-
servatives point out that crossing the border without a 
visa or overstaying a visa is a crime itself. sarah emer-
son, an active republican and law student at samford 
University in Birmingham, alabama, says, “i am a strong 
believer in that, if you’re going to come into the country, 
do it right, go through the process.” 

“People say, ‘Well, why don’t these 
people come through the front 
door?’ There isn’t actually a front 
door.” 

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯   Siobhán Lyons

   

  Stephen A. Urban, Luzerne County, Pennsylvania

stephen a. Urban, a colleague of dobash on the luzerne 
county council, sees undocumented immigration as a 
question of fairness and offers a qualified endorsement 
of one of Trump’s most controversial campaign pro-
mises:

“come here legally. submit your paperwork like every-
one else. i have friends who have come from other 
countries that are here and they had to go through a ri-
gorous process through the immigration service in order 
to get documented. … Then we have others that simply 

F a c t s  a n d  F i g u r e s

	 1	million	people	move	to	the	United	States		
 each year with a visa

	 13.5	percent	of	the	U.S.	population	is	 
 foreign-born

 11 million undocumented people live in the  
	 United	States	

	 3.1	million	undocumented	people	pay	Social		
	 Security	taxes
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walk into the country and don’t follow the same rules. 
i think the rules ought to apply equally to everyone. if 
people [obeyed] the rules we wouldn’t need a wall. But 
if people don’t obey the rules, then maybe we do need 
a wall.”

Voices on the left argue that opportunities for legal 
migration are so limited that it’s nearly impossible for 
immigrants to come or stay legally. siobhán lyons, 
president and chief executive of the nonprofit citizens 
diplomacy international in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, 
came to the United states from ireland and has first-
hand experience with the immigration process. “i think 
the american immigration system is so broken,” she 
says. “People say, ‘Well, why don’t these people come 
through the front door?’ There isn’t actually a front door.”

   

  Siobhán Lyons, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania

lyons worries that the country’s strict immigration poli-
cies prevent even highly educated people from enter-
ing the United states legally. “People really believe that 
immigrants are trying to hammer their way in [but they 
are not]. educated people aren’t coming here anymore. 
it’s a problem,” she says. 

t h e  g o o d  o l d  d a y s ?

The United states has often been described as a nation 
of immigrants. imam shafi of the colorado muslim soci-
ety argues that all americans have their own immigra-
tion history. “america was built on refugees,” he says. 
“everybody has a history of how he got here.” origi-
nally from Kenya, shafi has lived all over the world but 
considers the United states his home. He says when 
he hears people say muslims should “go back to your 
country,” he wonders, “Where do i go to? … my wife 
was born in Texas, san antonio. We have two children, 
twins, and another one is coming soon. … so if you 

want to kick me out of denver, it’s oK. i’m going to jump 
on a bus and i’m going to go to Texas.” 

   

  Imam Shafi, Denver, Colorado

Perhaps because the immigrant story is at the center of 
so many people’s american identities, many americans 
believe there has been a deterioration in immigration 
standards since their ancestors arrived in the country. 
“controlled immigration, that’s fine. But when ame-
rica was formed we had immigrants and they became 
americans,” says Woody Jacobs, mayor of cullman, 
alabama. “Now it seems that we have [immigrants] and 
they want to not assimilate into americans.” cullman 
was founded by a German immigrant businessman in 
the 1870s as a settlement for other German expatriates. 
although he acknowledges that the town’s founder may 
not have encouraged settlers to speak english at the 
outset, he notes that immigrants’ descendants no lon-
ger speak German. Jacobs says, “The heritage is still 
here, but everyone is american.” 

many americans think of their immigrant ancestors as 
more industrious and less coddled than those com-
ing to the United states now. They see an immigration 
landscape that violates the unspoken contract – free-
dom and dignity in exchange for honesty and hard work 
– america has always had with its newcomers. Ken 
isaksson, who works at a fish hatchery in aberdeen, 
Washington, says he is not opposed to immigration but 
that newcomers should follow the same rules that his 
swedish grandfather did:

“When he came in, people were required to have a job 
waiting for them or a sponsor. … When he got here he 
started with nothing. He had to earn his money. … The 
perception that i have of immigration now is if a person 
is able to get here, it seems that we have a lot of pub-
lic programs, public assistance programs, and they’re 
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automatically entered into it. i have no problem with 
immigration if people register as an immigrant and they 
go out and get a job and pay taxes into the system from 
which they benefit.”

t h e  m at h

a major concern about undocumented immigration, 
especially among conservatives, is that, since many are 
paid informally, they are benefiting from social invest-
ments, such as education and infrastructure, without 
helping to pay for it via taxes.

“i think that might be unfair to the people who are here 
legally who are paying taxes, paying for the schools, 
paying for the roads, paying for the infrastructure. Then 
we have others that are working on a cash basis who 
are not paying into the system but are using the ser-
vices,” says Urban.  

citing his stint on the county’s prison board, Urban 
estimates that millions of dollars are spent “every year 
for housing undocumented illegals in our jails. and we 
only get reimbursed from the federal government about 
$120,000 a year for that cost. so our local taxpayers 
are paying for the cost of people who are in this country 

illegally because the prior administration didn’t take firm 
action against preventing them from being in this county 
… or in deporting them in a timely way.” 

dobash, his fellow council member, agrees. she says 
undocumented immigrants are a “drain on … every 
educational and government system, and the health 
care system in the area.” 

“I think [undocumented immigration] might be 
unfair to the people who are here legally who are 
paying taxes, paying for the schools, paying for 
the roads, paying for the infrastructure.” 

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯   Stephen A. Urban

in fact, some undocumented immigrants do pay taxes. 
in 2013, the social security administration estimated 
that there were “3.1 million unauthorized immigrants 
working and paying social security taxes in 2010,” and 
it predicted that number would rise.6 These unauthor-
ized immigrants pay billions of dollars in taxes in a vari-
ety of ways, often buying fake social security numbers 
or documents in order to gain employment. 

“[Americans] come and work, maybe a day or two, but they 
won’t complete the season. … The comment that [people] 
make is that these people are coming and taking away jobs. 
That’s not true.” 

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯   Margie Diaz, Alamosa, Colorado  
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Whatever undocumented immigrants’ tax status, both 
liberals and conservatives acknowledge that they fill 
important gaps in the U.s. labor market, doing low-wage 
jobs that americans are often unwilling to do. margie 
diaz, a potato farmer in alamosa, colorado, struggles 
to find skilled and reliable workers. she uses a visa 
program that allows her to hire temporary agricultural 
workers from abroad but also requires her to employ 
U.s. citizens. american workers, she says, “come and 
work, maybe a day or two, but they won’t complete 
the season. … The comment that [people] make is that 
these people are coming and taking away jobs. That’s 
not true. Because no one’s taking away their job, a job 
that’s available. even in the warehouses, to just stand 
there and sort and stuff, [americans are] not doing it.”
 
With their meager wages, undocumented laborers have 
also been a boon to some employers and ultimately 
to U.s. consumers, helping to keep down the costs 
of food and countless other goods and services. Joie 
meachem, a retiree in el Paso, Texas, sees her own 
community take advantage of the situation. “How many 
women just on my block hire illegals for their domestic 
use?” she says.

“The workers that come across the 
border fill a big void and I worry 
personally on the price of my food 
if these people … go away.” 

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯   Hilda Lockhart

similarly, Hilda lockhart, director of the international 
Trade division at the alabama department of com-
merce in montgomery, alabama, acknowledges that 
although she would like to see a shift toward legal immi-
gration, she understands the value the undocumented 
immigrants add to the economy: 

“i do know and realize that they … do a lot of the labor 
and we also have food crops that are grown here that 
have to be picked and things like that. They fill a void 
in the construction industry. They fill a void in the food 
industry, the [agriculture] industry. … The workers 
that come across the border fill a big void and i worry 
personally on the price of my food if these people 
… go away. somebody’s got to do [these jobs]. and 
if we don’t have someone to do that, the farmers will  

suffer. it’ll be a multiple effect on many industries and the  
consumer is going to suffer for it. That’s just my personal 
opinion, but i also hear that from a lot of people i talk to.” 

t h e  wa l l

one of Trump’s central campaign promises was to build 
a wall on the U.s.-mexican border, a powerful symbol of 
his tough stance on undocumented immigration. Bruce 
Bradley, a conservative retiree from el Paso, Texas, 
is among the 35 percent of americans who support 
the idea.7 “The wall is not [there for] the legal people. 
There’s a legal way to come across here. and a legal 
way to get our benefits,” he says. “it’s the illegal ones 
that it’s going to keep out. if you’re coming to this coun-
try legally, a wall’s not going to make a difference. No 
difference whatsoever.” 

   

  Sandra, Huntsville, Alabama

sandra, a conservative retiree from Huntsville, alabama, 
who did not give her last name, has not made up her 
mind about the wall. “i’m not necessarily for a wall 
unless it is as effective as they think that it might be. i 
don’t like walls, but if that’s what it takes. … i mean it’s 
all the [drug] trafficking that is coming in, not just the 
people that are floating into this country,” she says. 

one major sticking point for conservatives is the wall’s 
cost. a department of Homeland security report esti-
mates it would cost $21.6 billion, but senate democrats 
put the price tag at more than three times that, about $70 
billion.8 maintenance would eat up another $150 million 
per year.9 Trump has promised that he will make mexico 
pay for the wall, threatening to levy taxes to ensure pay-
ment. mexican President enrique Peña Nieto, however, 
insists that mexico will not fund the wall.

Both conservatives and liberals question the efficacy of 
such a wall. 
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 Sarah Emerson, Birmingham, Alabama 

“i don’t think the wall will stop people from coming into 
the country,” conservative law student sarah emerson 
says. “i think [the idea of the wall] was a good try. i don’t 
think that’s going to be the fix.” 

Heyman, the University of Texas border studies expert, 
says, “as a practical measure, the wall doesn’t do a 
darn thing.” He calls it a “big ugly insulting symbol” 
that would make little headway against undocumented 
immigration, most of which results from people over-
staying their visas, not crossing the border through the 
desert. 

fellow Texan ruben Vogt, chief of staff to an el Paso 
county judge, is also critical of the president’s plan, 
arguing that a barrier on the border already exists:

“We have a big hideous metal, rusting wall across our 
border, which used to be a beautiful landscape. so i 
don’t know what the intent is, if it is to build a bigger 
wall, a taller wall. … i think that our resources would 
be better spent in other avenues. like ensuring that 
we have better technology in our ports, so that we can 
move people and goods in a safer manner, quicker 
manner, which helps our economy.”

   

 Ruben Vogt, El Paso, Texas

debate on the wall, of course, is less about its physi-
cal structure than about how open or restrictive, wise or 
unwise, the United states will be about controlling the 
flow of people coming in.

“As a practical measure, the wall doesn’ t do a 
darn thing.” 

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯   Josiah Heyman
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c i v i c  t r u s t

Trump’s emphasis on cracking down on undocumented 
immigrants has sent shockwaves through the undo-
cumented community. one young mother in Yakima, 
Washington, says she never worried much that her part-
ner “doesn’t have any papers.” With the recent election, 
however, his status has become a constant anxiety for 
her family. “all this stuff that the president now is saying 
that he wants to do, or he’s willing to do. ... i mean it’s 
gonna be hard. We gotta start opening our eyes that this 
is happening,” she says.

as eyes open, undocumented immigrants have become 
less willing to trust local authorities. Yakima functions as 
a de facto sanctuary city, meaning that local law enforce-
ment does not ask residents about their immigration 
status and does not report to national law enforcement 
about the status of residents, unless they commit a seri-
ous crime. after Trump took office, however, it became 
difficult for local officials, including within the witness pro-
tection program, to work with undocumented residents. 

    Mayor Kathy Coffey, Yakima, Washington

“The comments and the nature of our newly elected 
president … [have] done a tremendous disservice to 
this community,” Yakima mayor Kathy coffey says. 
“[His] comments regarding the deportation, and i’m only 
speaking for myself, [have] been very hurtful, frightening 
and … [caused a] very disturbing concern for many of 
our … community.”

even local nonprofits are feeling the effect. chris-
tiano sosa of the denver foundation in colorado says 
undocumented immigrants are no longer coming to 
health clinics supported by the foundation for fear that 
immigration and customs enforcement (ice) agents will 
be lying in wait to arrest them. “They’re afraid to come 
in the doors,” sosa says.

“All this stuff that the president now is saying 
that he wants to do, or he’s willing to do. ... I 
mean it’s gonna be hard. We gotta start opening 
our eyes that this is happening.” 

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯   Partner of undocumented immigrant, 
Yakima, Washington

critics say this lack of civic trust threatens the safety 
and fabric of some communities, as undocumented 
immigrants may be reluctant to go to the emergency 
room to get necessary medical care, to report to the 
police when they are victims of or witness to a crime, 
even to send their children to school. 

s h o w d o w n  at  t h e  b o r d e r 

Trump’s campaign rhetoric on immigration appealed to 
many voters, but if his administration continues to crack 
down on undocumented immigrants, ordering deporta-
tions and building a wall, it will face challenges on both 
the left and right. 
 
from a humanitarian perspective, many worry that the 
uptick in deportations will prevent undocumented immi-
grants from living safely in the United states. 

from an economic perspective, many question the 
efficacy and cost of Trump’s proposals, particularly 
the construction of a wall. There is also bipartisan con-
cern about a potential drought of undocumented work-
ers, who fill an important role in the U.s. economy, 
from domestic help to agriculture. The Trump admin-
istration could address undocumented immigration by  
developing a system that either gives undocumented 
people a path to legal status or provides significantly 
more opportunities for legal immigration to the United 
states – although it has recently thrown its support 
behind a bill to reduce legal immigration.

any significant overhaul of U.s. policy on undocumented 
immigration will need to address humanitarian as well 
as economic concerns in order to win widespread  
support. The debate on undocumented immigration 
should also take place as part of the larger debate 
on all immigration in the United states. This nation of 
immigrants must now determine what role it wants  
newcomers to play in its culture and economy in the 
future. 
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9
C H A P T E R

oVer THe PasT fiVe Years, THe deaTHs of UNarmed BlacK meN aNd 

BoYs, some as YoUNG as 12, HaVe sParKed a NaTioNal deBaTe oN 

iNsTiTUTioNalized racism. HoWeVer, racial TeNsioNs iN THe UNiTed 

sTaTes are NoT JUsT a BlacK aNd WHiTe issUe.

Terry collins had just started the ninth grade in sep-
tember 1963 when he walked out of his high school 
classroom to join thousands of young people in protest 
on the streets of Birmingham, alabama. The city’s 16th 
street Baptist church, which served as a meeting place 
for civil rights activists, had just been bombed by white 
supremacists. four young girls were killed. 

collins says he was scared. “sometimes, seeing injus-
tice every day, you realize that it is better to live free.  
… i realize it could have been live free or die,” he says. 

   

  Terry Collins, Birmingham, Alabama

at the time, Birmingham, like much of the country, was 
segregated: african-americans were forced to attend 
separate schools, live in separate neighborhoods and 
even use separate bathrooms from their white peers. 

many government and law enforcement officials across 
the country were active supporters of these discrimina-

tory laws. collins remembers seeing Birmingham’s pub-
lic safety commissioner, eugene “Bull” connor, use his 
infamously brutal tactics, such as fire hoses and police 
dogs, against peaceful protesters, including young stu-
dents. 

despite the very real dangers, thousands of americans 
protested the racist legislation and practices, and even-
tually the laws were changed. President lyndon John-
son signed the civil rights act of 1964, which outlawed 
discrimination based on race, color, religion, sex or 
national origin, and established that all people should 
have equal access to employment and public spaces.1 
legislation that followed protected further rights, par-
ticularly voting rights, which had been under attack 
since african-american men were given the right to vote 
following the civil War in 1870. Women in the United 
states did not receive the right to vote until 1920. 

“Some of the same things that were 
happening in the ’50s and ’60s 
[are] happening today. They’re 
just kind of undercover.” 

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯   Terry Collins

“The civil rights movement … was nothing short of a 
revolution, where people came together, not just black 
folks who were marginalized, but all kinds of people 
came from the North and the south, the east and the 
West, to help ensure the civil rights for every person in 
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the United states,” says lecia Brooks, director of the 
civil rights memorial center in montgomery, alabama.

t h e  s c a r s

for decades after the most violent episodes of the civil 
rights struggle, a quieter tension prevailed in the United 
states, interrupted by occasional spasms. instead of 
marches, bombings and “whites only” signs, an argu-
ment arose, peppered with terms such as “affirmative 
action,” “racial profiling,” “white privilege” and “repara-
tions.” even though respondents typically told pollsters 
they held a reasonably favorable view of other ethnic or 
racial groups, surveys also repeatedly found that mino-
rities perceived greater conflict among such groups 
than did whites.2 in addition, one respected poll taken 
over the years found that whites are much less likely 
than blacks to believe that blacks are treated unfairly in 
many public situations.3

Those differing viewpoints are hardly surprising, given 
that minorities and whites seldom mix. The percentage 
of public schools with student bodies that are at least 
75 percent poor and black or Hispanic is on the rise, 
and the country’s large metropolitan areas are still highly 
segregated.4

“some of the same things that were happening in the 
’50s and ’60s [are] happening today. They’re just kind 

of undercover,” says collins, second vice president of 
the Birmingham chapter of the NaacP, america’s most 
visible civil rights organization. He says employment 
and housing discrimination, for example, persist, even 
if signs are no longer openly posted forbidding african 
americans from entering certain spaces. 

Broadly speaking, relations between african-americans 
and some white americans have entered a stalemate, 
in which blacks want acknowledgement of the systems 
and institutional racism – slavery, Jim crow, segrega-
tion, preferred university admissions for the children 
of alumni, predominantly white word-of-mouth hiring 
networks – that have helped cement an income and 
achievement gap between whites and blacks, while 
many whites protest that they are not racist and in at 
least one respected poll say racism against whites is 
more widespread than against blacks.5 

meanwhile, muslims – or those perceived as mus-
lims – and immigrants are increasingly targets of  
violent attacks by the rising number of hate groups in 
the United states.6

dorcas Harris of Huntsville, in northern alabama, also 
grew up among segregation, but is white. she has 
thought a lot about the scars that racism has left on 
her community and the vestiges of segregation that 

“Sometimes, seeing injustice every day, you realize that it is  
better to live free. … I realize it could have been live free or die.” 
 

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯   Terry Collins
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remain. “a big part of my upbringing was to think of 
black people as separate and different and inferior,” 
she says. “and i’ve spent a large part of the last four, 
five decades trying to get past that. Because it’s really 
difficult to undo something you learned as a child. Not 
that my parents were wicked people, or that they were 
Klansmen, or that they ever had anything to do with ill-
treatment of blacks. But in terms of attitude, it was very 
much ingrained in me.”

   

  Dorcas Harris, Huntsville, Alabama

“A big part of my upbringing was to think of 
black people as separate and different and  
inferior. And I’ve spent a large part of the last 
four, five decades trying to get past that. Because 
it’s really difficult to undo something you learned 
as a child.”

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯   Dorcas Harris

Harris credits her daughter’s open-mindedness and 
commitment to equality with helping to change her per-
spective.

   

  Pastor Garry Brantley, Birmingham, Alabama

“I’m a white guy, in my 50s, grew up in the South, 
to a conservative – religiously conservative –  
family, politically conservative. If that didn’t 
shape how I view the world, I’d be lying.”

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯    Pastor Garry Brantley 

Pastor Garry Brantley of Birmingham’s crossbridge 
church teaches a college-level sociology course to stu-
dents, most of whom are working throughout their stu-
dies and many of whom are african-american. He says 
he begins his course by telling his students, “i’m a white 
guy, in my 50s, grew up in the south, to a conservative – 
religiously conservative – family, politically conservative. 
if that didn’t shape how i view the world, i’d be lying.” 
He acknowledges that for him, particularly as a pastor, 
it is critical to “recognize the issues and the biases that 
we bring to any conversation. i think that’s the only way 
to get forward.”

n o t  J u s t  b l a c k  a n d  w h i t e

although some of the nation’s most egregious sins, start-
ing with slavery, have been committed against its african-
american citizens, race in the United states is not simply 
a black and white issue. The country is also home to siz-
able Hispanic and asian-american populations, as well 
as Native americans, alaskan Natives, Native Hawaiians 
and Pacific islanders. each of these groups has faced 
its own challenges. Though it can be easy for those out-
side the country to assume that all racial tensions exist 
between white americans and those of other races, 
this is certainly not the case. race is an issue between 
and even within other groups. “The racial divide is not 
just black and white. it’s also black and brown, it’s also  
african-american – asian-american. it’s also docu-
mented – undocumented. There’s a lot of stressers and 
a lot of fractures, even within communities of color,” 
explains ledawn sullivan of the colorado nonprofit the 
denver foundation.

h i s p a n i c s

Hispanics have their own recent history of segrega-
tion. “The church where i went to church, we were not 
allowed to sit in the center aisles; we had to sit on the 
side aisles,” recalls former colorado state senator Polly 
Baca. “The theaters were segregated. We only could sit 
in the balconies, not the main floor. There were signs 
like, ‘no mexicans or dogs allowed.’”



r a c e80

   

  Polly Baca, Denver, Colorado

america’s nearly 57 million Hispanics amount to almost 
18 percent of the population, making them the country’s 
largest minority group. By 2060, the census Bureau 
projects they will make up nearly 30 percent of the 
U.s. population. With those numbers have come a fitful 
growth in political influence: more Hispanics are winning 
elective office at the local and national level, especially 
in the southwest.8 

“The racial divide is not just black and white.  
… There’s a lot of stressers and a lot of fractures, 
even within communities of color.”

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯     LeDawn Sullivan 

in the late 2000s, it seemed as if republicans, whose 
base of older white voters is shrinking, might start try-
ing to woo Hispanic voters away from the democrats. 
some republican senators and republican President 

George W. Bush tried unsuccessfully to create “a path 
to citizenship” for undocumented immigrants, most of 
whom are Hispanic. later, after mitt romney lost the 
presidential race to Barack obama in 2012, an internal 
republican Party report urged republicans to reach out 
to Hispanic voters.

But much of that was forgotten with the 2016 campaign, 
especially by supporters of donald Trump, who made 
stopping the flow of immigrants to the country a cen-
tral pillar of his platform. Thus Hispanics were driven 
further into the arms of the democrats.9 That dynamic 
is unlikely to change: The shifting demographics of the 
United states, of which Hispanic population growth is 
a key part, have helped ignite a cultural anxiety among 
white working-class voters that in turn inspired fervid 
support for Trump’s backward-looking make america 
Great again campaign.10

a s i a n - a m e r i c a n s 

most of the 21 million asian-americans live in the North-
east or on the West coast.11 The country’s fastest-grow-
ing ethnic group, they are better educated and enjoy a 
median income higher than the population at large.12

asian-americans lean heavily democratic, and they 
registered a record number of new voters – more than 
1.1 million – between the 2012 and 2016 presidential 
elections. in a major survey after the 2016 election, they 
identified their biggest concerns as the costs of col-
lege, health care and elder care, and the quality of their 
children’s schools.13 few reported facing conventional 

u n i t e d  s tat e s  r a c i a l  d e m o g r a p h i c s 7

White alone (non-Hispanic) 61.3%

Hispanic or latino 17.8%

Black or african-american alone 13.3%

asian alone 5.7%

american indian and alaska Native alone 1.3%

Native Hawaiian and other Pacific islander alone 0.2%

Two or more races 2.6%
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types of discrimination – at the workplace, in housing 
and the like – but majorities of almost every asian group 
said people frequently assume they are good at math 
or science.

Trump’s efforts to ban immigrants from majority-muslim 
countries and anti-china rhetoric carry troubling echoes 
of late-19th century efforts to bar chinese immigrants 
and of the World War ii-era internment of more than 
100,000 Japanese and Japanese-americans in camps. 
only about 25 percent of asian-americans voted for 
Trump, according to the post-election survey.

n at i v e  a m e r i c a n s 

census-takers lump american indians into a category 
with alaska Natives. Together, they number about 6.6 
million, or about 1.3 percent of the population. more than 
half of american indians live away from their tribal lands, 
which include 362 reservations. These various nations 
have never recovered from wholesale dispossession 
and the extermination campaigns waged against them 
by european settlers: american indians and alaska 
Natives are significantly poorer and less-educated, and 
they own homes and businesses at a lower rate than 
americans as a whole.14 

“They cut our hair, they took our language, they 
took our culture, they took our traditions. … 
When you tell people that everything you are was 
evil, … it brings you to a shame. … To come back 
from shame is a really hard. You have to heal.”

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯     Clarinda Underwood

   

  Clarinda Underwood, Quinault Nation, Washington

clarinda Underwood, a Tribal council member of the 
Quinault Nation in Washington state, says after her tribe 

signed a treaty with the U.s. government in 1855, native 
ways were nearly extinguished, setting off a cycle of 
shame that continues.

“They cut our hair, they took our language, they took our 
culture, they took our traditions,” she says. “from what 
i remember growing up, one grandmother told me not 
to – not to sing our songs and not to dance our dances 
because it was evil. That’s kind of what was put on us. 
We were to be ashamed of who we were. and so that 
was really hard for me to go through a healing as an 
adult and to relearn who i was. … When you tell people 
that everything you are was evil, … it brings you to a 
shame. … To come back from shame is a really hard. 
You have to heal.” 

There is evidence that in 2016, counties where ameri-
can indians make up the majority voted for Hillary clin-
ton, although in fewer numbers than had supported 
Barack obama.15 The former president made an effort 
to improve health care for Native indians, and his 
administration settled more than 100 lawsuits tribes 
had brought against the government over decades  
concerning management of their lands.16 

i s l a m o p h o b i a

an estimated 3.3 million muslims live in the United 
states, and they – and those perceived as muslim – are 
increasingly subject to violence or intimidation.17 The 
council on american-islamic relations (cair) reported 
more than 2,200 “anti-muslim bias incidents” in 2016, 
up 57 percent from the previous year. These most often 
included harassment, workplace discrimination, denial 
of religious accommodations, hate crimes and genera- 
lized questioning by the fBi unrelated to specific cases.18

maha Jahshan, who works in the city of seattle’s office 
of immigrant and refugee affairs, says islamophobia is 
an issue in the region. “a lot of our folks in Washington 
state … might not interact a lot with muslim folks or 
people from the middle east who are not muslim. … 
But to them, a middle easterner equals muslim, equals 
terrorist, equals ‘i don’t want that person in my back 
yard.’”

it’s not only the people of Washington state. cair’s 
report documents outlandish statements about muslims 
by public officials across the country, accusing them of 
plotting to convert or kill americans, calling them “the 
enemy” and calling islam “a death cult.” 
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in making the link between the middle east, islam and 
terrorism, many americans take their cue from the 
White House. after one week in office, Trump issued 
an executive order banning entry to the United states 
for people from iran, iraq, libya, somalia, sudan, syria 
and Yemen. The executive order, titled “Protecting 
the Nation from foreign Terrorist entry into the United 
states,” referenced the september 11th attacks and 
suggested that there was a serious danger of middle 
eastern terrorists entering the United states – although 
none of the hijackers in that attack was from the 
affected countries.19 The constitutionality of the order 
is under review by the supreme court.

g e o g r a p h y

The country as a whole is diverse, but it contains many 
pockets of homogeneity. as mentioned, blacks and 
whites remain segregated in most major metropolitan 
areas. states in the Northeast tend to be heavily white, 
and some counties in appalachia and the midwest 
are near or at 100 percent white.20 The most diverse 
counties form a crescent shape across the south and 
southwest and they roughly coincide with the great-
est concentrations of Hispanic and african-american 
residents.

i n s t i t u t i o n a l  r a c i s m 

one of the most diverse regions in the country is the 
south, partly because slavery left behind poor, black 
communities in the region. The effect is that whites and 
blacks in the south interact regularly and most of the 
time encounter little personal friction. Partly for this rea-
son, sociologists who have spent time with Trump sup-
porters in the south and the midwest say these white 
voters reject the notion that they are racist but give little 
thought to how racism is embedded in american institu-
tions. 

   

  Timothy Nelson, El Paso, Texas

“A lot of our folks in Washington state … might not interact a lot 
with Muslim folks or people from the Middle East who are not 
Muslim. … But to them, a Middle Easterner equals Muslim, equals 
terrorist, equals ‘I don’t want that person in my back yard.’”

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯   Maha Jahshan
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But zooming out the lens shows it is widespread. 
White americans – particularly white men – have long 
dominated the government, business world and much 
of academia, even as police forces, universities and 
board rooms slowly become more diverse. systems 
and norms, often within institutions – such as uncon-
scious, biased hiring practices, police tactics, college 
admissions requirements or criminal justice senten- 
cing practices – may benefit certain types of people and 
discriminate against others. some examples among 
many: the unemployment rate in 2013 for young college 
graduates who are black was more than twice the rate 
for young college graduates as a whole; in New Jersey, 
a study found that black drivers were much more likely 
to be stopped and even arrested by the police, although 
black and white drivers violate traffic laws at the same 
rate.21

“racism is still here and you can see it wrapped in our 
institutions, and until we start understanding how insti-
tutions are supporting that racism we’re going to con-
tinue to have it,” Timothy Nelson, racial justice director 
at an el Paso nonprofit, says.

t h e  p o l i c e

in 2015, police shot and killed 965 people.22 of the 875 
who were armed, 564 – 64 percent – had guns. of the 

135 law enforcement officers who died on the job in 
2016, 64 were killed by firearms.23 

as discussed in chapter 12, guns are prevalent in the 
United states, so the stakes can be especially high for 
police officers. But statistics suggest that white people 
get a bigger benefit of the doubt in contacts with police 
than minorities do. although a plurality of those shot 
and killed by police in 2015 were white men who had 
pulled out guns or other weapons, “a hugely dispropor-
tionate number — 3 in 5 — of those killed after exhibi-
ting less threatening behavior were black or Hispanic.”24

“Racism is still here and you can see it wrapped in 
our institutions, and until we start understanding 
how institutions are supporting that racism we’re 
going to continue to have it.” 

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯   Timothy Nelson

over the past five years, the deaths of unarmed black men 
and boys, some as young as 12, have sparked a national 
debate on institutionalized racism in policing. Police bru-
tality is not new, but a combination of factors, including 
the prevalence of video-equipped mobile phones and the 
founding of the Black lives matter protest movement, 
have put the issue in front of a larger public.

“They see that brown skin, they see those dreads and, boy, 
I pray to God he’s not the victim of, ‘Woah, show me your 
hands.’” 

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯   Nathaniel Jones
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The 2014 death of michael Brown, an unarmed teen-
ager in ferguson, missouri, set off a wave of pro-
tests.25 Brown was shot by a white officer, who was not 
indicted. Protests broke out again in april 2015 when 
freddie Gray, a 25-year-old resident of Baltimore, mary-
land, died of injuries sustained in the back of a police 
van after his arrest. Both men’s encounters with police 
were at least partly caught on videotape, but no police 
have been convicted of wrongdoing, leaving many fur-
ther disillusioned with the criminal justice system.

The deaths of unarmed african-american men are a 
reminder of the menace that people of color – especially 
african-american men – say they feel every day in situa-
tions that seem innocuous to white americans.

   

  Nathaniel Jones, El Paso, Texas

Nelson says at least six law enforcement agencies patrol 
his 37-mile daily commute from las cruces, New mex-
ico, to his job in el Paso. He says all that law enforce-
ment activity “is going to do is increase the anxiety … 
for me, because i drive around with dreadlocks. There’s 
a reality that comes with wearing the dreads too.” 

Nelson’s colleague Nathaniel Jones has a son who 
wears dreadlocks as well. at 15, he is excelling in high 
school and plans to study engineering. But Jones fears 
that the dreadlocks mark out his son as a potential  
troublemaker and could lead to a dangerous encounter 
with police.

“They see that brown skin, they see those dreads and, 
boy, i pray to God he’s not the victim of, ‘Woah, show 
me your hands.’ What i’m saying is i’ve got to fight 
those odds every day,” Jones says. 

Philadelphia native mike Green says that as an african-
american he is extremely careful when he interacts with 

any law enforcement, like when he was pulled over last 
month for a broken taillight on his car. “i’m going to 
break it down for you in white and black issue. i believe 
that the white police are … scared of the black man,” 
he says. “We as blacks are taking the brunt of the white 
police fear or they just don’t care. i don’t know.”

   

  Mike Green, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania

 
v o t e r  i d  l a w s

in the past decade, republican lawmakers across the 
country have pushed laws to require that voters have 
specific forms of identification in order to cast a ba-
llot. Proponents of voter id laws say they guard against 
voter fraud, but credible research has shown that voter 
fraud is extremely rare.26

These laws do, however, effectively make it harder for 
minorities and poor people – who favor the democrats 
– to vote. 

in the United states, residents are not required to 
have photo ids that are valid nationwide. This comes 
as a surprise to many europeans who are used to and 
expected to carry personal identification (Personalaus-
weis in Germany) at all times. many americans feel that 
a mandatory id card could give the government too 
much control. most adults have photo identification 
in the form of a driver’s license or passport. However, 
many who do not drive or travel outside the country lack 
photo identification. only 5 percent of white americans 
do not have a photo id, compared with 13 percent of 
african-americans and 10 percent of Hispanics.27 like-
wise, only 2 percent of americans in households that 
earn over $150,000 a year do not have photo ids, com-
pared with 12 percent of americans living in households 
that earn less than $25,000 a year.28 
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Thirty-three of the 50 states have voter identification 
requirements. eighteen of those states require voters 
to present a photo id, while the other 15 accept other 
forms of identification, such as apartment leases and 
utility bills.29

“Many times, people aren’t able to purchase the 
ID that’s required, again because of economics. 
Also, they may have to travel great distances. 
They might be incapacitated. How would you  
allow for a person in a nursing home, in a  
hospital, in some kind of an institution to vote, 
exercise their rights?” 

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯   Terry Collins 

applying for identification can be too costly or com-
plicated, or might require a trip to a local government 
agency, which can present serious barriers for the poor 
or those without easy access to transportation. in addi-
tion, sometimes government officials make it more di-
fficult to obtain an id card, including by limiting opening 
hours for the office that would issue it.30

“many times, people aren’t able to purchase the id 
that’s required, again because of economics,” Terry co- 
llins says. “also, they may have to travel great distances. 
They might be incapacitated. How would you allow for a 
person in a nursing home, in a hospital, in some kind of 
an institution to vote, exercise their rights?”

Given current political realities – and the supreme 
court’s 2013 decision weakening parts of the Voting 
rights act to effectively give states with a history of 
voter suppression more freedom in crafting their elec-
tion-related laws – lecia Brooks is pessimistic.31

“i think that what we’ll continue to see [is] a push to 
further suppress voting rights,” she says. “i don’t think 
we’ll ever see – in this administration anyway – a full 
restoration of the Voting rights act of 1965, which is 
a shame. [We’ll see] more voter id laws, more ways to 
disenfranchise people from voting, as opposed to find-
ing ways to ensure that everyone gets to vote.” 

h o n e s t y  o r  r a c i s m ?

While concern over the state of race relations has inched 
upward among americans in the last couple of years, 
republicans view it much less urgently than democrats, 

according to a recent survey.32 and some conservatives 
say right-wing populism should not be mistaken for ra-
cism.

drawing a comparison with the election of Trump, marty 
connors, former chairman of the alabama republican 
Party, says, “Why did england leave the eU? Well it’s 
really pretty simple. … They were tired of top-down, 
heavy-handed bureaucratic government, and they were 
tired of being force-fed immigration. … it’s not racism, 
it’s just people want to have some sovereignty, and 
you’re seeing a rise around the Western world of nation-
alism and populism. Witness donald Trump.”

for connors and many americans, particularly conser-
vatives, Trump’s brash willingness to speak his mind on 
controversial topics was a breath of fresh air. many say 
they feel constrained from doing the same, for fear of 
being labeled racists. They deride their opponents on 
the left as politically correct thought-police and say it 
has become more difficult to have honest conversa-
tions. on the other hand, a major survey designed to 
detect racial bias in respondents has over the years 
found that white respondents blame blacks’ perceived 
lack of ambition more than economic factors for con-
tinuing inequality and that more whites accept racist 
practices, although the gap is closing.33

“They were tired of being force-fed immigration. 
… It’s not racism, it’s just people want to have 
some sovereignty, and you’re seeing a rise around 
the Western world of nationalism and populism. 
Witness Donald Trump.” 

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯   Marty Connors

a 2016 poll found that 59 percent of americans, and 83 
percent of Trump supporters, believe people are “too 
easily offended these days over language.”34 on the 
other hand, 59 percent of clinton supporters said they 
believed, “people need to be more careful with language 
to avoid offending people.”35 The line between frank-
ness and openness and offensive speech is becoming 
increasingly debated – and partisan.

t h e  b a c k l a s h

To many minorities, Trump’s rise feels like a bull’s eye 
painted on their backs. “The african-american popu-
lation and small latino population in alabama are 
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very concerned. i would say the same is true for folks 
of color, non-white, immigrant folks across the U.s. 
because it really feels like, it really is a pushback on a lot 
of the advances we’ve made relative to civil and human 
rights,” Brooks says. she posits that white anxiety over 
changing demographics is helping fuel Trump’s support.
“This whole kind of movement toward ‘make america 
Great again’ is really in the minds of most civil rights 
or social justice folks, a cry to take the United states 
back to a place where there was a clear [white] major-
ity. … Good for some people, not good for some other 
people.”

Timothy Nelson in el Paso agrees. “[Trump] is a throw-
back to what america was. making america great 
again is a reference to a very specific racialized, white 
supremacist, top-down understanding of what america 
is,” he says. 

layra marivani, Nelson’s colleague at the el Paso non-
profit, lived many years in her native mexico before 
living in the states of illinois, california and Washing-

“It really is a pushback on a lot of the advances we’ve made 
relative to civil and human rights.” 

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯   Lecia Brooks

ton. she says she “never felt the need to defend my 
mexican-ness until right now. [i never needed to argue 
that] my mexican-ness doesn’t define how smart i am 
or what i’m capable of, and i think that’s something that 
is really dangerous.” 

ana, a Hispanic college student from alamosa, colo-
rado, says she has seen more racism from her peers 
since the election. “once [some classmates] find out 
you’re mexican or from a family of mexicans. … They’re 
really Trump-supportive. …. They call you names,” she 
says. “i was born here. … i mean, just come on. Grow 
up.”

Terry collins offers a realistic yet optimistic take on 
the implications of Trumpism: “The truth of the matter 
is [we] still have a long way to go. There’s still a fight 
to be won. The struggle continues. it is not hopeless. 
Because if it was hopeless, what reason would we have 
to try to continue? i think the distance that [we’ve] come 
is the indication of the many changes that are possible 
for this country.” 
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10
C H A P T E R

BoTH caNdidaTes for PresideNT iN 2016 made WomeN’s issUes 

a ceNTral coNcerN for maNY VoTers. HillarY cliNToN ce-

leBraTed THe HisToric NaTUre of Her caNdidacY aNd Wide-

lY exPecTed TriUmPH WHile exTolliNG THe ValUe of HaViNG a 

WomaN’s PersPecTiVe asceNdaNT iN THe WHiTe HoUse. oN THe 

oTHer HaNd, doNald TrUmP’s BeHaVior, iN THe PasT aNd oN 

THe camPaiGN Trail, BroUGHT Home To maNY HoW eNTreNcHed 

cerTaiN reTroGrade aTTiTUdes ToWard WomeN sTill are iN 

THe UNiTed sTaTes.

With its first major-party female candidate, the 2016 
presidential election campaign was a watershed. Based 
on Hillary clinton’s consistent lead in the polls, most 
people believed it would culminate in the election of 
america’s first woman president. instead, for many it 
was a wake-up call about progress not yet made and 
attitudes not yet changed.

“i’d say before the election, the average woman felt 
like things were pretty good and [there was] that ‘We 
don’t really need feminism anymore’ kind of feeling,” 
says Jhana Bach, an organizer for seattle, Washing-
ton’s National organization for Women (NoW) chap-
ter. “seattle likes to think of itself as a bastion of liberal 
thinking. But the reality of the election sort of proved 
that wrong.” although the majority of seattle’s voters 
supported clinton, Bach and many other Washingto-
nians were surprised by support that donald Trump was 
able to win, especially in the suburbs.

almost a century after women won the right to vote and 
decades after the women’s rights protests of the 1960s 
and 1970s, feminism again became a topic of intense 
national debate during the election.  

in her concession speech after losing her bid for the 

democratic nomination in 2008, clinton vowed that 
the country would “someday launch a woman into the 
White House” and referred to the votes she had won 
as “18 million cracks” in the “highest, hardest glass  
ceiling.”1 eight years later, at the democratic National 
convention in 2016, the audience watched a montage 
of the nation’s first 44 presidents – all men – in black and 
white, before the video gave way to a beaming Hillary 
clinton in vivid color, live via satellite. “i can’t believe we 
just put the biggest crack in that glass ceiling yet,” she 
declared.2 

arguably, clinton’s gender played an important role in 
the election, and clinton and others say she endured 
sexist attacks from both the media and her opponent. 
Political pundits and journalists called her “shrill,” and 
suggested that she smile more.3 Trump called her a 
“such a nasty woman” in one debate and said, “i just 
don’t think she has a presidential look. and you need a 
presidential look. You have to get the job done.”4 

But even as Trump was implicitly linking clinton’s gen-
der to an alleged lack of ability, he accused her of using 
her gender to score political points. “Well, i think the 
only card she has is the woman’s card,” he said in  
april 2016.5 “if Hillary clinton were a man, i don’t think 
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she’d get 5 percent of the vote. The only thing she’s got 
going is the women’s vote. and the beautiful thing is 
that women don’t like her.”6 

in a nationwide 2015 Gallup poll, 92 percent of respon-
dents said they would vote for a well-qualified female 
candidate or a well-qualified african-american candi-
date.7 But resistance to clinton sometimes came from 
an unexpected quarter: young women who resented 
what they perceived as pressure to vote for clinton 
because she was a woman. sensitive to this, clinton’s 
campaign tried to be inspirational and historic all the 
while not making too much of gender.

“clearly, i’m not asking people to vote for me simply 

because i’m a woman,” clinton told a gathering in July 
2015. “i’m asking people to vote for me on the merits. 
and i think one of the merits is i am a woman and i 
can bring those views and perspectives to the White 
House.”8

But that pitch was not enough to win over many women. 
although 54 percent of women voters went for clinton, 
Trump won 52 percent of white women’s votes, com-
pared to clinton’s 43 percent.9 

s e x i s t  r e m a r k s 

many americans saw the election results as a setback 
for women’s rights and progress, not only because a 
female candidate lost, but also because they saw Trump 
as a misogynist.

during the campaign, Trump made a series of demean-
ing remarks about women, often about their appea-
rance. His targets went beyond clinton to include carly 
fiorina, one of his competitors for the republican nomi-
nation, female journalists and others. most explosive 
was a 2005 recording in which Trump used vulgarities to 
describe grabbing women against their consent. When 
the so-called access Hollywood tape surfaced a month 
before election day, political pundits and many others 
considered it a death knell for Trump’s campaign. 

“I’d say before the election, the average woman felt like 
things were pretty good and [there was] that ‘We don’t really 
need feminism anymore’ kind of feeling.”

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯   Jhana Bach

F a c t s  a n d  F i g u r e s

 54 percent of women voted for Hillary Clinton

 Women make up 47 percent of the work force

	 Women	make	up	20.1	percent	of	the	 
	 U.S.	Congress

	 Women	earn	81.5	percent	as	much	as	men	 
 do for the same work
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  Polly Baca, Denver, Colorado

“it’s hard for me to even say [Trump’s] name,” says Polly 
Baca, an active democrat and retired member of the 
colorado state senate. “That’s how much it hurt me. 
first as a mexican-american, and then as a woman. 
What he said about us, it’s very painful.” 

Trump’s victory set off a backlash in defense of women’s 
issues and equality. Baca says it was important to her to 
go to Washington, d.c., and be among the hundreds of 
thousands who marched there to protest Trump’s presi-
dency in January 2017. 

   

  Pastor Garry Brantley, Birmingham, Alabama

Pastor Garry Brantley of Birmingham, alabama’s cross-
bridge church is also dismayed by Trump’s rhetoric.  
“i think some of the misogynist statements that Trump 
made is just …  indefensible. … it would be hard to find 
someone who’s authentically trying to follow this Jesus 
to say, ‘oK, women, they’re just sex objects. You can 
objectify them and all that.’” 

for some americans, the future president’s comments 
were a clear sign that gender equality was not as close 
at hand as they had thought.

w o r k p l a c e  e q u a l i t y 

one focus of this rejuvenated national discussion on 
sexism is women’s role in the workplace. “Women are 
such a big part of the population and yet it seems like … 
we don’t count for much. … How much does a woman 
earn in respect to a man? … is it 75 to 80 percent?” 
martha Thompson, of el Paso, Texas, says. in fact, the 
U.s. Bureau of labor statistics reports that women 
make 81.5 percent of what their male peers do for the 
same work.10

   

  Martha Thompson, El Paso, Texas 

“Women are such a big part of the 
population and yet it seems like 
… we don’t count for much. … 
How much does a woman earn in  
respect to a man? … Is it 75 to 80 
percent?” 

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯   Martha Thompson

That is not to say that progress has not been made. for 
instance, women are better educated than they were 
a generation ago: in 2012, 88 percent achieved a high 
school degree or higher, compared with 47.5 percent 
in 1963.11 also, women now make up 47 percent of the 
work force12 and have a work force participation rate 
of 58 percent, up from 38 percent in 1963.13 They are 
even breaking into male-dominated fields. “our female 
apprenticeship numbers are [up to] 11 percent. may not 
sound like much, but that’s the highest in the industry,” 
says dale Bright of the local 242 construction union in 
seattle. He says there were virtually no women in the 
industry just a few decades ago.
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equal pay is not the only challenge women face in the 
workplace. Ken isaksson, who works at a fish hatchery 
in aberdeen, Washington, says, “sexual discrimination 
and sexual harassment [are] alive and well and it’s never 
going away. and it’s a sad state in this country, but it’s 
probably as prevalent as racism.” about one in four 
women in the United states experiences harassment in 
the workplace.14 although isaksson’s team at the hatch-
ery is all men, they have had female interns. He says he 
works hard to make sure they feel comfortable in the 
male-dominated industry, but many employers do not 
do the same. 

Beyond harassment, women, particularly working mo-
thers, still struggle to balance their work and home lives. 
The United states is the only one of the organization 
for economic cooperation and development’s 41 mem-
bers – developed countries in europe, North america, 
asia and oceania – without a paid family leave policy, 
meaning that many women must return to work almost 
immediately after giving birth.15 The family and medical 
leave act of 1993 requires employers to offer up to 12 
weeks of unpaid leave to deal with family- and health-
related issues, but the law does not apply to private 
companies with fewer than 50 employees or employees 
who work fewer than 1,250 hours – about half-time – per 
year.16 Vanessa s. of el Paso, Texas, lives in a homeless 

shelter with her sons. she says the biggest challenge 
is, “maintaining a job and being able to spend time with 
your children. equaling it out.” 

a b o r t i o n 

few debates related to women’s issues are as sensitive 
as that over abortion. The centers for disease control 
and Prevention recorded 664,435 legal induced abor-
tions in 2013, about 12.5 abortions per 1,000 women 
between the ages of 15 and 44.17 for comparison, 
Germany had approximately 5.7 abortions per 1,000 
women in the same year.18 

although abortion was made legal in the United states 
by the supreme court’s roe v. Wade decision in 1973, 
some state, local and even national lawmakers continue 
to make access to the procedure more difficult.

in 2013, Texas legislation established requirements 
about the width of hallways in clinics that performed 
abortions, the distance clinics could be from the nearest 
hospital and even the type of air conditioning required. 
These new rules caused 22 of the state’s 41 clinics 
to close,19 in a state with about 14 million women.20  
The legislation was struck down by the supreme court 
in 2016, but the state government is working on new 
rules to restrict abortion.

“Our youngest came to us by way of adoption. Her birth 
mother chose life.”

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯   Pam Andrews
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  Pam Andrews, Delaware

at the national level, republican lawmakers have 
also worked to end government funding of Planned  
Parenthood, an independent network of more than 650 
centers across the country that provides reproductive 
health-care services, including abortions.

in the United states, the debate on abortion is split into 
two camps. Those who oppose abortion, and describe 
themselves as “pro-life” make up about 40 percent of 
the population.21 Those who support access to abortion 
and describe themselves as “pro-choice,” make up 57 
percent of the population.  

slightly more women than men – 59 percent to 55 
percent – say abortion should be legal in all or most 
cases. in general, younger people are more supportive 
of access to abortion: 65 percent of americans 18 to 29 
years old say it should be legal in all or most cases, com-
pared with 53 percent of those 65 or older.22 although 
democrats tend to support access to legal abortion, the 
debate does not fall neatly along party lines: 34 percent 
of republicans and 75 percent of democrats believe 
abortion should be legal in all or most cases.23

Pam andrews travels to Washington, d.c., from her 
home in delaware every year for the march for life, an 
annual pro-life rally in the nation’s capital. “some people 
are pro-abortion and they’ll cloak it in women’s health 
and women’s choice,” andrews says. But she says she 
is concerned about the rights of unborn babies, and the 
debate is personal for her and her family. “our youngest 
came to us by way of adoption. Her birth mother chose 
life,” she explains.

Blanca Gallego, a small-business owner in Pecos, 
Texas, has similar views. “i vote pro-life. i believe that 

nobody has a right to take somebody else’s life,” she 
says. “even if you feel [that the fetus is] growing inside 
of you and that you can decide on your body. it’s not 
your right.”

for many pro-life americans, including andrews and 
Gallego, abortion is often a deeply religious issue. The 
staunchest pro-life religious group is white evangelical 
Protestants, with only 29 percent believing that abortion 
should be legal in all or most cases, compared with 70 
percent who believe it should be illegal.24 in the United 
states, evangelical christians differ from mainline Pro-
testants in their belief in the “born again” experience, a 
moment of complete belief in God and spiritual rebirth, 
about which they feel called to spread the word, or 
“evangelize.” in the United states, evangelicals tend to 
be more conservative and live primarily in the south-
east. in contrast to evangelicals, 67 percent of white 
mainline Protestants believe abortion should be legal in 
all or most cases, as do 55 percent of black Protestants 
and 53 percent of catholics.25 

“[What] if a pro-choice candidate’s policies  
actually would address some of the poverty 
that often is reflected in abortion and therefore  
overall reduce the number of abortions? Which 
one is the Christian thing to do?” 

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯    Pastor Garry Brantley

Brantley, the Birmingham, alabama, pastor, says, “[i]t’s 
very important for the unborn rights to be protected,” 
but he says he appreciates the complexity of the abor-
tion debate. 

“What about rape? What about incest? What about in 
those situations where there could not be the human 
flourishing?” he asks. Brantley says politicians and citi-
zens alike must work to address the causes of abortion. 
on that score, he says he does not believe pro-life poli-
ticians have all the answers. “if a pro-choice candidate’s 
policies actually would address some of the poverty 
that often is reflected in abortion and therefore overall 
reduce the number of abortions? … Which one is the 
christian thing to do?”

But for those who support keeping abortion legal, the 
rights of the woman carrying the fetus are fundamental. 
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“i think whatever our religion is … a woman has the 
right to determine what happens to her body,” martha 
Thompson, of el Paso, says. “it’s the men that are ma-
king the decisions about what happens to a woman’s 
body when she is the one that’s going to have to bear 
whatever the effects are of having a child.” Women are 
underrepresented in Washington and in politics more 
broadly. They make up just 20.1 percent of congress26 
and hold only 24 percent of statewide elective executive 
offices.27

   

  Jill Wildenberg, Denver, Colorado

“it’s older white christian men, … that’s who’s promo-
ting this [anti-abortion] legislation,” says Jill Wildenberg, 
public policy director for the interfaith alliance of co-
lorado, a coalition of religious progressives in denver. 
Wildenberg, who is Jewish, has testified against state 
legislators’ efforts to limit access to abortion. “[m]y reli-
gious beliefs are not in line with that,” she says she told 
lawmakers. “life does not begin at conception accor-
ding to my religious teachings. … Who are you to tell me 
what your religious beliefs are?” 

a  F i n a l  w o r d 

in their own ways, both candidates for president in 2016 
made women’s issues a central concern for many vo-
ters. Hillary clinton celebrated the historic nature of her 
candidacy and widely expected triumph while extolling 
the value of having a woman’s perspective ascendant 
in the White House. on the other hand, donald Trump’s 
behavior, in the past and on the campaign trail, brought 
home to many how entrenched certain retrograde atti-
tudes toward women still are in the United states.

if Trump’s presidency has created a new sense of 
urgency about women’s issues, it has also created an 
explosion of new leadership roles for women in the so-
called “resistance,” who organize, call their members 
of congress and march in greater numbers than men.28 
in January 2017, emily’s list, a political action commit-
tee founded in 1985 to support pro-choice, democratic 
women running for office, announced that it had broken 
its own fundraising record in the 2016 election cycle.29

The question, of course, is whether this momentum will 
last throughout and beyond Trump’s presidency and 
what role it could play in the 2018 congressional elec-
tions and the 2020 presidential campaign. if women 
stay engaged at the current level, and if Trump does 
nothing to change many women’s minds about him – 
his approval rating among women sits at 31 percent at 
this writing30 – then the next few election cycles could 
see a renaissance for candidates who embrace such 
issues as pay equity for equal work, paid family leave 
and access to abortion, in addition to a host of other 
progressive priorities. if so, that will be a sea change 
from the conservative sweep of last year.
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11
C H A P T E R

as WiTH so maNY seemiNGlY iNTracTaBle ProBlems iN THe UNi-

Ted sTaTes, solUTioNs To climaTe cHaNGe are liKelY To come 

THaNKs To sTaTe aNd local efforTs To driVe iNNoVaTioN aNd 

eNGaGe ordiNarY PeoPle BY maKiNG climaTe cHaNGe releVaNT 

To eVerYdaY life – a TasK THaT Becomes dismaYiNGlY easier as 

climaTe cHaNGe adVaNces.

t h e  b i g  p r o b l e m

“The earth is going to do what the earth is going to do,” 
declares Ken isaksson, an employee at a fish hatchery 
in aberdeen, Washington. “climate change is real. it’s 
not going to go away. We’re not going to be able to stop 
it, and we’re not going to be able to reverse it. We just 
have to accept it and do the best we can,” he says. 

   

  Ken Isaksson, Aberdeen, Washington

But despite his fatalism, isaksson says he supports a 
global response to the problem.
 
americans are divided about the causes of climate 
change. forty-eight percent believe humans are the cul-
prit, while 31 percent blame natural causes.1 

further complicating efforts to battle climate change is 
the fact that even those who believe it is man-made see 
themselves as powerless to stop it.

Kc Golden, a senior policy adviser at the climate solu-
tions environmental group in seattle, says that after “an 
inconvenient Truth,” al Gore’s 2006 documentary, came 
out, “it was clear that people were scared, but not acti-
vated because … they felt like it was too big, it wasn’t in 
their scope of effectiveness.” since then, environmental 
groups have become more effective at helping people 
understand how they can make an impact. “of course, 
nothing we can do within our individual sphere by itself 
is helpful or effective and so a lot of the key is what do 
we do together,” Golden says.  

   

  Sasha Pollack, Seattle, Washington

sasha Pollack, a program director at the Washington 
environmental council, also in seattle, says it’s difficult 
to get people to see the urgency of an evolving problem 
like climate change. “everybody’s got other things on 
their plate, so getting somebody engaged in fighting for 
a carbon tax, for example, or some other policy that will 
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dramatically impact things in the long run, but may not 
have such a good benefit that they can see in the short 
run, is harder,” she says. 

t h e  l o c a l  p r o b l e m

discrete, local issues are a much easier sell for envi-
ronmentalists, Pollack says. “People are … incredibly 
compelled to engage [with] something that they think 
will harm their way of life … directly,” she asserts, citing 
the example of trains with oil tanks running by schools 
and through neighborhoods.  

as climate change advances, however, effects that were 
once considered long-term are become more immedi-
ate and are affecting people’s daily lives.

“I’m not sure that we understand 
it. I don’t think it’s all man-made.”

 

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯   Joe Wardy

Joe Wardy is the president of the Hub of Human inno-
vation, a startup incubator, and the former mayor of el 
Paso, Texas, where summer temperatures reached 108 

degrees fahrenheit in 2016.2 The city is located deep 
in the chihuahuan desert, on the U.s. border with me-
xico, and Wardy says officials have “taken good steps” 
to ensure an adequate supply of clean drinking water, 
including opening a desalination plant, but the risk of 
a crisis remains. although he says he believes climate 
change is happening, he says, “i’m not sure that we 
understand it. i don’t think it’s all man-made.” 

   

  Clarinda Underwood, Quinault Nation, Washington

Nearly 2,000 miles northwest of el Paso, on the Native 
american Quinault reservation in Washington state, 
water is an issue too, although of a different sort. a 
major glacier that used to feed the Quinault river has 

“Of course, nothing we can do within our individual sphere 
by itself is helpful or effective and so a lot of the key is what 
do we do together.”

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯   KC Golden 
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disappeared, leaving the river too warm for salmon to 
survive, explains clarinda Underwood, a member of 
the Quinault Tribal council.3 as the summers get hotter, 
she explains, “our waters heat up … and [the fish] can’t 
survive.” Not only is salmon fishing an important part 
of Quinault lifestyle, Underwood says her tribe relies on 
the profits it makes from selling its catch of coho and 
sockeye salmon, which have become scarce. The tribe 
has taken measures, including the construction of log 
jams, to stop the fish from dying off entirely.

“We’re losing 4 inches of land 
every year as the ocean keeps  
approaching us, so that’s a little 
bit scary for me and knowing that 
there’s so much that we need to 
do.” 

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯   Clarinda Underwood

salmon are not the tribe’s only climate-related problem. 
rising sea levels threaten the reservation’s central vil-
lage, which sits on the Pacific coast. although they have 
built a seawall to protect the village, Underwood says, 
“if you have 9-, 10-foot waves, it’s going to come over, 
no doubt about that. We have so much erosion. We’re 
losing 4 inches of land every year as the ocean keeps 
approaching us, so that’s a little bit scary for me and 
knowing that there’s so much that we need to do.” The 
tribe is petitioning the U.s. government for funds to help 
move the village to higher land.  

l o c a l  s o l u t i o n s

   

  Joseph DiChiaro III, Seattle, Washington

The federal government may be slow to adopt sweep-
ing environmental protection legislation, but much of 
the policymaking is happening at the local and state 
level. Washington state, along with its neighbors on the 
Pacific coast, oregon and california, has passed signifi-
cant environmental legislation, for example limiting auto 
emissions. Kc Golden explains:

“so much of the positive change that we’ve seen in 
the last five or six years on climate change in the U.s. 
and elsewhere has been citizen-led, has been commu-
nity-led. for instance, he says, “all of the power being 
provided to this room and to every room in the city of 
seattle is carbon-free. That was about citizens coming 
together and saying, ‘Not only am i going to change my 
lightbulb, but we [can also impact] public utility [com-
panies].’”
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Washington is a particularly green state not only 
because its citizens are engaged but also because 
they are well-organized, observes Joseph dichiaro iii, 
executive director of earthshare Washington. “We have 
a very vibrant nonprofit community, probably one of the 
most active and forward-thinking in the country,” he 
says. Those groups have a highly educated, receptive 
audience, putting the state “in a fortunate position to 
deal with very difficult issues,” dichiaro says.

Nonprofits are not the only green champions in seattle. 
microsoft, for example, “has implemented an inter-
nal carbon tax,” Pollack explains, saying the company 
understands that “their employees want to work in a 
place that they can feel good about, and that’s consis-
tently something that drives business.” 

r e g u l at i o n

a very different philosophy prevails in conservative 
states, especially in the south. lecia Brooks, director of 
the civil rights museum and memorial in montgomery, 
alabama, is frustrated that her state’s republican gov-
ernor “won’t talk about climate change.” she says many 
corporations take advantage of the state’s lax environ-
mental regulations. “Virtually all of the auto manufac-
turing companies have moved from detroit to alabama 

because … there’s very little regulation relative to envi-
ronmental issues.” 

   

  Ben Haynes, Cullman, Alabama 

While some state governors fight for more environ-
mental regulation, others deny that climate change is a 
problem. This leaves significant room for corporations, 
particularly major polluters, to choose the regulatory 
environment that best suits their needs. Without a uni-
fied approach, Washington state’s efforts may be offset 
by the pollution in other states. 

The playing field is uneven not only within the United 
states. cattle farmer Ben Haynes in cullman, alabama, 

“Virtually all of the auto manufacturing companies have 
moved from Detroit to Alabama because … there’s very little 
regulation relative to environmental issues.” 

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯    Lecia Brooks 
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does not oppose environmental regulation on agricul-
ture, but says other nations are not “being held to the 
same standards as we are, environmentally [and] from a 
food-safety standpoint.” 

“We see other countries that are able to use techniques 
and products that we’re not able to use,” Haynes says. 
“We’re oK not using those, most of the time, because 
we feel like there’s science and sound backing for not 
using some of those products. But we know that in 
other countries, maybe, those products are available.” 

t h e  c o s t

one widespread concern about environmental regula-
tion and protection is its financial cost. el Paso resident 
annie Beach would like to see residents of her city, 
nicknamed “sun city,” install more solar panels, but 
she realizes that is out of reach for many. “it costs a lot 
of money to [install solar panels]. once you get started 
then you can save money in the end, but i think that’s a 
hindrance for people trying [to do something better] for 
the environment because it costs them money.”

   

  Kimberly Larson, Seattle, Washington

Kimberly larson, director of communications at seat-
tle’s climate solutions, says many americans believe 
that environmentalism “is for the white liberal elite.” she 
asks, “could the … lower income single mom afford an 
electric car?  [and go] where she needs to go to get 
her kids around and go to her job?” larson notes that 
lower-income americans often have longer commutes,  
making the range of an electric car a further concern. 
However, despite some green technology being expen-
sive, she believes all can participate in the green move-
ment in different ways. The movement, she explains, is 
relevant to all americans.

   

  KC Golden, Seattle, Washington

Kc Golden acknowledges that “any transition, even a 
great one like a transition to a clean energy future” can 
be a challenge for “people who struggle economically.” 
But he says, “You can make the case that the clean 
energy economy will produce far more and better share 
the prosperity than the fossil fuel economy ever could 
or would or did. i think that’s a very easy case to make. 
[However] it’s a big transition and this country [is] not 
great at bringing everybody along.”
 

in addition, environmentalists still struggle against the 
notion that environmental protections kill jobs. “The 
jobs versus the environment trope that has been around 
forever is something we always find ourselves having to 
fight against and push against,” Pollack says.

in Washington state, larson says, the timber industry 
purposefully blames environmental regulations instead 
of mechanization for the loss of jobs. The industry has 
tried to “divert the attention away from the fact that 
they’re reducing jobs because they want to streamline 
costs and make more profit,” she says. 

“You can make the case that the clean  
energy economy will produce far more and better 
share the prosperity than the fossil fuel economy 
ever could or would or did ... [However] it’s a 
big transition and this country [is] not great at  
bringing everybody along.” 

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯    KC Golden

New jobs in sectors like renewable energy may be able 
to offset losses in timber and fossil fuel industries, eas-
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ing the transition. The trade-off between jobs and pro-
tecting the environment, both experts argue, is a fallacy. 

u r b a n  v s .  r u r a l

on climate change, the opinion divide is not just region 
vs. region, but also rural vs. urban. for instance, seat-
tle was the country’s fastest-growing big city last year, 
fueling a debate about how the environmental effects of 
that growth should be handled.4

many people move to seattle to enjoy the state’s natu-
ral beauty, Joseph dichiaro says. But as the economy 
booms some worry that the increasing traffic and con-
struction threaten air and water quality, and he says 
many residents are starting to ask, “are we going to 
start having encroachment on surrounding green space 
and rural areas because we need to grow somewhere?” 
dichiaro says the city has been slow to address these 
questions, “but they’re rapidly trying to catch up.” 

meanwhile, isaksson, the fish hatchery worker in aber-
deen, says urban centers are eager to preserve the 

state’s beautiful coniferous forests and stunning coastal 
vistas but “don’t want to … tear up their pavement, tear 
down their house, plant native grasses and move away 
from the lakes and the streams. They would rather that 
the rural communities take the brunt of that. They’d 
rather point the finger at logging or other commercial 
industries. … it’s not fair. … i understand why it sells, 
but it’s not realistic.” 

p a r i s

although the United states would be significantly more 
effective at mitigating the effects of climate change if 
it worked together as one nation and with the interna-
tional community, President donald Trump’s withdrawal 
from the Paris climate agreement does not signal the 
end to progress on such issues in america. as with 
so many seemingly intractable problems in the United 
states, solutions are likely to come thanks to state and 
local efforts to drive innovation and engage ordinary 
people by making climate change relevant to everyday 
life – a task that becomes dismayingly easier as climate 
change advances.
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12
C H A P T E R

oN aVeraGe, 33,800 PeoPle die – 11,564 iN Homicides aNd 21,037 

BY sUicide – iN THe UNiTed sTaTes from GUN VioleNce eVerY 

Year. more THaN TWice as maNY are esTimaTed To Be iNJUred 

BY firearms aNNUallY. GiVeN THe PreValeNce of GUN Vio-

leNce, iT caN Be difficUlT for THose iN coUNTries WiTH more 

resTricTiVe GUN laWs To UNdersTaNd WHY americaNs are so 

ProTecTiVe of THeir riGHT To Bear arms. 

as he drives by a cemetery in North Philadelphia, Penn-
sylvania, mike Green stops talking to blow a kiss out the 
window of his minivan. it’s his ritual to honor the daugh-
ter he lost nearly a decade ago. “in 2008 my daughter 
was murdered in this city. By whom? a guy that’s been 
arrested several times,” he says. despite the perpetra-
tor’s criminal record, Green says, “He was smart enough 
to carry a gun. Kill two people. … He had mental issues. 
But you can do that in america.”

   

  Mike Green, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania

“He was smart enough to carry 
a gun. Kill two people. … He had 
mental issues. But you can do that 
in America.” 

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯   Mike Green

Green is not alone in his heartbreak. on average, 33,800 
people die – 11,564 in homicides and 21,037 by suicide 
– in the United states from gun violence every year.1 
more than twice as many are estimated to be injured 
by firearms annually.2 Given the prevalence of gun vio-
lence, it can be difficult for those in countries with more 
restrictive gun laws to understand why americans are 
so protective of their right to bear arms. 

Gun ownership is relatively widespread in the United 
states. approximately 31 percent of american house-
holds have guns, down from 50 percent in 1977,3 but 
the number of firearms produced in the United states 
continues to increase. There are now 270 million to 310 
million guns in this country of 321 million people.4

t h e  l a w

The second amendment of the U.s. constitution pro-
tects “the right of the people to keep and bear arms.”5 
looking all the way back to the continental army’s 
fight against the British in the revolutionary War, many 
americans believe the right to own a weapon is critical 
to the United states’ security and liberty. 

“i think once we lose [the second amendment], we lose 
this country in many ways. Tyrants around the world, the 
first thing they do is disarm their own people,” says lou 
Jasikoff, a libertarian radio personality and newspaper 
publisher in Tunkhannock, Pennsylvania, the state in 
which the constitution was written and signed.
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although the constitution ensures the right to bear 
arms, states are tasked with establishing their own 
gun laws. Texas, for example, allows gun owners to 
carry their weapons in public places, unless otherwise 
marked, or to keep a firearm in the glove compartment 
of their car. other states and cities, including Washing-
ton, d.c., have far stricter gun control laws, although it 
is difficult for law enforcement agencies to control the 
flow of weapons across state lines.

a major force shaping legislation on the state and 
national levels is the National rifle association. With 
an annual operating budget of approximately $250 mil-
lion6 and a highly mobilized membership, the Nra has 
an outsized voice in state and national debates on gun 
regulation, especially as there is no equivalent force on 
the other side of the issue.

most americans support some gun control. a 2016 Gal-
lup poll found that 62 percent of americans were dis-
satisfied with current gun laws, with 38 percent in favor 
of tighter laws versus 15 percent who wanted to loosen 
restrictions.7 

   

  Wade Brody, El Paso, Texas

Gun owners like Wade Brody, a veteran studying for a 
career in renewable energy in el Paso, Texas, say they 
do not object to gun laws per se. in fact, citing acciden-
tal shootings where guns were carelessly left accessible 
to children, he advocates laws requiring gun owners to 
keep the weapons locked up. But he and others worry 
about how far the regulations might go. “But, you know, 
regulation to the point where you … tell me how many 
guns i can have [is a problem]. The problem with [regu-
lation] would be, they’d have to come into your home-
and inspect, so that’s kind of an intrusion.”

“I think once we lose [the Second Amendment], we lose this 
country in many ways.” 

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯   Lou Jasikoff 

F a c t s  a n d  F i g u r e s

 31 percent of American households  
 have a gun

 38 percent of Americans want tighter  
 gun laws

 15 percent want looser gun laws

	 33,800	people	die	each	year	in	the	U.S.	 
 from guns
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Greg Guibert, a civil servant with the city of Boulder, 
colorado, is less concerned about the erosion of rights 
than about the country’s impasse on sensible gun laws.

“i think we have just really kind of lost our way at ha-
ving a rational conversation about the role that firearms 
can play in our community and i could even see my 
way through to some measure of compromise on it,” he 
says. “i’m not so strident that no one should have a gun. 
… it’s just amazing to me where we’ve landed on this.”
 
in Philadelphia, mike Green also struggles to under-
stand why firearms are not better regulated, especially 
the sale of rapid-fire, high capacity weapons and unfet-
tered “gun show” sales.

“These assault weapons are not necessary,” he says. 
“The regulations are where you can go to a gun show 
and purchase a gun. … it needs to be closely monitored 
more efficiently so that these types of people don’t get 
their hands on guns. … To me it has nothing to do with 
equal rights or ‘it’s my constitutional right to bear arms.’ 
it has nothing to do with that.” 

g e o g r a p h y

many second amendment advocates are frustrated by 
national or state policies that they say are not relevant 
in their own town or region. Joe Wardy, a former mayor 
of el Paso, Texas, and chief executive of a local startup 
incubator, says, “i totally understand the problems that 
Baltimore and Philadelphia and chicago have, but we 
don’t have those problems here. so this one size fits 
all and this categorizing everybody in the same mold 
doesn’t work, and that’s what angers people.” 

   
  Joe Wardy, El Paso, Texas

according to the federal Bureau of investigation’s latest 
statistics, el Paso, with a population of approximately 

679,700, had 10 murders in 2015, compared with Bal-
timore, which had 233 murders for a population of 
622,671.8

“You can’t fix everything on a national level. i think we’ve 
reached the saturation point where we’re finally realizing 
that doesn’t work anymore. You’ve got to give the states 
much more latitude to do what works in their communi-
ties,” Wardy says.

“I totally understand the problems 
that Baltimore and Philadelphia 
and Chicago have, but we don’t 
have those problems here. So this 
one size fits all … doesn’t work.” 

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯   Joe Wardy

in more rural areas, where the closest police officer 
might be 30 minutes away or more, many feel respon-
sible for defending themselves, their family or commu-
nity members from danger. These rural communities are 
often particularly defensive of their gun rights, because 
they believe that carrying a gun is critical to their safety. 

F a m i ly  t r a d i t i o n s

many gun owners feel a deep connection with guns 
because of their upbringing and fond memories of hunt-
ing or skeet shooting with their families. Jane Walsh 
Waitkus, a democratic county councilwoman from 
luzerne county, Pennsylvania, sees hunting as a spe-
cial bonding activity in her family. “Two of my grandchil-
dren – my boys – go hunting with their dad and their 
uncles and their cousins. and they’re great sportsmen. 
and i just think that’s wonderful,” she says. “i support 
gun rights.” 

similarly, margie diaz, a potato farmer from alamosa, 
colorado, grew up with guns. “my brother taught me 
how to shoot,” she recalls, reminiscing about target 
practice and her brother’s and father’s frequent hunting 
trips. “so it was a natural thing.”

Her husband did not grow up with guns, so she does 
not have any in her house. “But my [adult] sons, they 
learned from their grandpa, and they have them.” she 
says people should be taught “a healthy respect” for 
guns.
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since many americans first experience guns with their 
families, some gun owners believe the family is respon-
sible for teaching proper gun use.

n e i g h b o r ly  t r u s t

even though gun violence in the United states is often 
called an “epidemic,” most americans have no personal 
experience with it. Perhaps for this reason, they assume 
their neighbors and community members behave 
responsibly with their firearms. 

“i think enough gun owners – or legal gun owners – have 
enough sense,” el Paso resident atim smith says.

   

  Annie Beach, El Paso, Texas

But annie Beach, a social worker in el Paso, supports 
gun control because she sees regular evidence that gun 
owners do not always exercise their common sense: 

“as a social worker, i go into people’s homes and i have 
to look at where they’re storing their weapons – and 
people are woefully uneducated about proper weapon 
storage, which is scary. especially when you have kids 
in the home. People are willing to leave out loaded 
weapons with no sort of guards whatsoever. … There 
can be an accident.”

k e e p i n g  t h e  c o u n t r y  s a F e

The past decades have seen dozens of school shoot-
ings and cases of toddlers accidentally killing family 
members – or themselves – as well as devastating gang 
violence in cities across the country. Perhaps most 
notorious were the 2012 shooting deaths of 20 elemen-
tary school students and six adults at sandy Hook ele-
mentary school in Newtown, connecticut. The nation 
was outraged and congress was poised to pass gun 
regulations, but backed off when a particularly conser-
vative faction of the Nra protested. 

   
  Atim Smith, El Paso, Texas

“I think enough gun owners – or 
legal gun owners – have enough 
sense.”

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯   Atim Smith

most americans, including gun owners, would like their 
communities to be safe, but in such a vast country per-
spectives vary wildly about the dangers that guns pose 
– and the potential safety they provide families, schools 
and communities. With the debate over gun control fall-
ing largely along partisan lines, and vocal gun owners 
tilting conservative, meaningful legislation would have 
to come from republicans. That is unlikely, however, 
given how entwined gun rights have become with the 
very idea of liberty – and how much power pressure 
groups such as the Nra have amassed.
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c o n c l u s i o n

The chapters in this publication have explored the deep divisions – political, geographic, racial 

and socio-economic – among americans that came crashing to the surface during the 2016 

presidential election campaign. in surveying such misunderstanding and sense of grievance, the 

impulse is to put these fractious times into perspective by invoking the United states’ deeply 

embattled past.

indeed, the country was born from a war that pitted pro-British loyalists against pro-indepen-

dence colonists in a fierce battle over sovereignty and taxation. since shortly after its founding, 

the United states has had a two-party system – though those parties have changed – that often 

has favored rivalry and competition over consensus-building. 

The civil War, of course, was the apotheosis of american division, and basic fundamental differ-

ences persist roughly between the North and West on the one hand and the south and midwest 

on the other, in attitudes about race and religion, for instance, and in measures of stability and 

well-being such as household income and divorce.1

The nation stretches thousands of miles and encompasses people with a huge range of experi-

ences, opinions and beliefs. such diversity naturally creates challenges for any representative 

government to serve the interests of its people. 

in the 1960s, more chasms began to emerge. as civil rights activists pushed for equality, some 

americans worried their country was changing too rapidly, while others felt that it was not chang-

ing quickly enough. added to this mix was growing frustration about the Vietnam War. The result 

was protests across the country.

This was yet another time of division that in some ways americans are still arguing about. Was it 

a liberating period that held out a promise of opportunity to women and people of color? or was 

it a time of societal breakdown that put undue stress on the institutions that keep us safe and 

cared for? “if you look back on the ’60s and think there was more good than harm, you’re prob-

ably a democrat. if you think there was more harm than good, you’re probably a republican,” 

former President Bill clinton once remarked.

The current period of polarization, however, is different in important ways. first, americans’ seg-

regation, racially and philosophically, has grown, so that in day-to-day life more people in the 

United states can avoid meeting those who differ from them in certain ways. second, the media 

environment is fragmented, ideologically charged and rife with lies and distortions, making it 

more difficult for americans even to agree on basic reality, let alone reach consensus on major 
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c i tat i o n s 

issues. in place of respected and dispassionate news readers watched most nights by house-

holds across the country, the nation has niche websites and bloviating hotheads.

There is widespread economic malaise and disenchantment with government, and anger about 

money in politics and the power of special interests. it is the last of these that is likely the key to 

the first two. The problem of money in elections has grown since the 2010 citizens United deci-

sion, giving corporate interests and wealthy individuals even more sway in Washington. mean-

while, polarization has been good for those who make money from it – partisan media, especially 

– and for donors whose influence on policy can be obscured in the dust of fierce partisan battles. 

serious campaign finance reform that can withstand constitutional challenges is an urgent need 

that continues to be ignored.

and many americans themselves, particularly in rural areas between the coasts, feel overlooked 

and ignored. some of this anxiety and rancor is due to economic issues, such as growing income 

inequality, and some of it is due to changing demographics. With their anti-immigrant rhetoric, 

republicans have chosen to focus on demographics rather than tackling income inequality, and 

many democrats have also been timid on income inequality. These americans’ legitimate con-

cerns need to be addressed, from unemployment and underemployment to government waste, 

but until politicians are willing to alienate their corporate donors – who largely oppose unioniza-

tion and minimum-wage hikes, for example – bold action is unlikely.

There is a partial roadmap for bringing american democracy closer to the true marketplace of 

ideas from which it has strayed. in addition to campaign finance reform, it includes taking poli-

tics out of the process of drawing legislative districts to the extent possible and restoring some 

version of the fairness doctrine, which before its elimination in 1987 mandated equal time for 

opposing political viewpoints on broadcast television. 

But such measures do not account for the internet and cable television – and americans’ seem-

ing eagerness to demonize one another. in the end, there is no substitute for good will and the 

courage to mix with others who are different – and politicians who encourage such qualities.
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atlantic partnership through a digital lens, the foundation 

will explore how technology is shaping the globe and will use  

innovative approaches to highlight developments in a rapidly 

changing world. 
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