
  
    

    ON A WARM SPRING EVENING in Washington, D.C., a fleet of limousines and town cars delivered hundreds of guests, bedecked in black tie and long gowns, to a gala celebration of the American Dream: the annual awards night for the Horatio Alger Association of Distinguished Americans.
Twelve new members (11 men, one woman) were honored for having risen from childhood poverty to positions as captains of commerce or celebrated public servants. Colin Powell, a 1991 award recipient, was among those in the audience. The new members’ speeches were brief, striking a balance between pride and humility, and all hewing to the rags-to-riches theme: “Who would have thought that I, from a farm in Minnesota/small town in Kansas/Little Rock, raised in an orphanage/with no indoor plumbing/working multiple jobs at 16, would end up running a $6 billion firm/a U.S. ambassador/employing 10,000 people. Only in America!”


The climax of the evening came with the arrival on stage of more than 100 students from poor and troubled backgrounds to whom the Society had awarded college scholarships, an annual rite that over the years has distributed more than $100 million to deserving young people. Tom Selleck read to the 2014 scholars an inspirational passage of poetry from Carol Sapin Gold (“The person who risks nothing does nothing, has nothing and is nothing ...”) and the Tenors sang “Forever Young” as a giant American flag was slowly unfurled from the ceiling. The ceremony had the feel of an act of worship and thanksgiving before the altar of the society’s namesake. It was a genuinely moving experience, even for meand I’m a Brit.
	

Vivid stories of those who overcome the obstacles of poverty to achieve success are all the more impressive because they are so much the exceptions to the rule. Contrary to the Horatio Alger myth, social mobility rates in the United States are lower than in most of Europe. There are forces at work in America nowforces related not just to income and wealth but also to family structure and educationthat put the country at risk of creating an ossified, self-perpetuating class structure, with disastrous implications for opportunity and, by extension, for the very idea of America.


Many countries support the idea of meritocracy, but only in America is equality of opportunity a virtual national religion, reconciling individual libertythe freedom to get ahead and “make something of yourself”with societal equality. It is a philosophy of egalitarian individualism. The measure of American equality is not the income gap between the poor and the rich, but the chance to trade places.


In his second inaugural address in 2013, Barack Obama declared: “We are true to our creed when a little girl born into the bleakest poverty knows that she has the same chance to succeed as anybody else, because she is an American; she is free, and she is equal, not just in the eyes of God but also in our own.”


President Obama was not saying that every little girl does have that chance, but that she should. The moral claim that each individual has the right to succeed is implicit in our “creed,” the Declaration of Independence, when it proclaims “All men are created equal.” In his first draft of that historic document, Thomas Jefferson was more expansive, writing that all were created “equal and independent.” Although the word was edited out, the sentiment was not.


The Declaration was a statement about the relationship between the United States and Great Britain, but it was also a statement about Americans themselves. The United States was to be a self-made nation comprised of self-made men. Alexis de Tocquevillethe first of many clever Frenchmen to wow the American reading classessuffused his Democracy in America with admiration of the young nation’s “manly and legitimate passion for equality,” while Abraham Lincoln extolled his countrymen’s “genius for independence.”


There is a simple formula hereequality plus independence adds up to the promise of upward mobilitywhich creates an appealing image: the nation’s social, political, and economic landscape as a vast, level playing field upon which all individuals can exercise their freedom to succeed. Hence the toddlers who show up at daycare centers in T-shirts emblazoned “Future President.” Hence Americans’ culture of competitiveness, their obsession with sports, their frequent and all-purpose references to “the rules of the game” and to “fairness.” Hence the patriotism-tinged pride of the successful, exulting not only in their own grit and prowess, but also in the meritocratic system that gave them scope and opportunity. 


Alger vs. Bellamy

Alger-style upward mobility has always contained at least an element of myth, of course, and the mythmaker himself, Horatio Alger, would almost certainly not have won an award from the society named after him. Alger was born in 1832 into the modest, comfortable home of his Unitarian minister father in Chelsea, Massachusetts, and died in the modest, comfortable home of his sister, 20 miles away in South Natick. Although he enjoyed considerable success with some of his children’s books, for the most part he made a barely adequate living from writing, and had to supplement his income with tutoring. Alger’s own life, then, neither started in rags nor ended in riches.


But it is the stories he wrote that matter, and these ultimately sold hundreds of millions of copies around the world, the largest number by far in his own country, precisely because they so vividly embodied the national creed. A century after his death in 1899, he still ranked as the fifth best-selling author in U.S. history.


Alger’s most famous book, Ragged DickOr, Street Life in New York With the Boot-Blacks, was published in 1868. Its shoeshine boy hero is befriended by Mr. Whitney, a kindly patron who utters the magic words: “In this free country poverty in early life is no bar to a man’s advancement. ... Save your money, my lad, buy books, and determine to be somebody,” thus inspiring Dick to behave in a manner that ultimately results in his becoming Richard Hunter, Esq., a prosperous merchant. All Alger’s books have similar themesboys of good moral character who work hard and do right, find a patron willing to help them (there is always an element of luck in the tales), and eventually escape their poverty-stricken origins.


Alger’s ideal has faced critics from the very beginning. In 1875 Mark Twain published “The Story of the Good Little Boy,” a short but withering parody of Ragged Dick. Twain’s hero, Jacob Blivens, embodies all the fabled Horatio Alger virtues: “he always obeyed his parents ... he always learned his book, and never was late at Sabbath-school.” But Blivens comes to a tragic end in an explosion at an iron foundry. “Thus perished the good little boy who did the best he could,” concluded Twain, his sarcasm squarely aimed at Alger, “but didn’t come out according to the books. Every boy who ever did as he did prospered except him. His case is truly remarkable.”


In 1888, Alger’s fellow Massachusetts writer Edward Bellamy mounted a more serious challenge to the bootstraps ideal in his bestselling novel Looking Backward: 2000-1887a trick title, since Bellamy was describing a possible future. The novel’s Rip Van Winkle-ish narrator is looking back on the 20th century from the vantage of the year 2000, after the United States has made a peaceful transition to a centrally planned, socialist society. Income is divided equally among citizens by means of what Bellamy called “credit cards,” each with the same value and limit.


The book was a sensation. In 1900, two years after Bellamy’s death and 12 years after the book’s publication, it was still number three on the charts, trailing only Ben-Hur and Uncle Tom’s Cabin. Yet, unlike Alger’s, Bellamy’s name and work have long since passed out of national consciousness.
 

Bellamy was by far the better writer, but his political philosophy was alien to the American spirit. He envisioned a socialist utopia marked by perfect egalitarianism. Not surprisingly, his book was a runaway success in Europe. Alger, by contrast, had a philosophy closer to classical liberalism, and would have wanted each and every citizen in the year 2000 to have the combination of freedom, independence, and opportunity to qualify for a very different sort of credit cardthe platinum and black ones issued by American Express.


“Go West, Young Man”
 
Though Horatio Alger’s own life did not follow the rags-to-riches script, it was almost certainly during his lifetime that his storylines came closest to mirroring real life for many. In the 19th century, the United States pulled immigrants in, pushed its borders out, and allowed men with sharp elbows and big ambitions to make fortunes, vast and fast. 


Opportunities to move up in what was still the New World were greater, perhaps, than in any other society at any other period in history. The robber baronsAndrew Mellon, John D. Rockefeller, Henry Clay Frick, Cornelius Vanderbilt, and Andrew Carnegiewere all men who made the most of the unregulated, booming economy to amass huge wealth, having started with little more than their wits.


Two factors, already embedded deep in the nation’s psyche, were driving upward mobility: schooling and moving. From its very beginnings the U.S. was unsurpassed among nations in its zeal for education. Steeped in the values of the Scottish Enlightenment, the Founders were passionately committed to schooling, one of the great engines of social and economic advancement. Jefferson was so proud of his brainchild, the University of Virginia, that he instructed that his role as “Father” of that institution be inscribed on his tombstone as one of his three signal accomplishmentsalong with “Author of the Declaration of American Independence.” As early as 1850, two-thirds of American children between five and 14 were in school (two-thirds of white children, it should be said), while back in England and Wales the proportion was only half. Higher education was slower to developin 1860 there were just 381 colleges in the United Statesbut with the advent of land-grant colleges, the U.S. quickly overtook the U.K. on this front, too. There are now over 7,000 post-secondary institutions in the United States.


Americans’ upward mobility was due also to their being, literally, a people on the move. In just a single decade, the 1870s, half of all white American men under the age of 30 moved from one county to another. A quarter moved to a different state. Obeying Horace Greeley’s injunction to “Go West, young man,” ambitious and entrepreneurial citizens were in perpetual motion, usually to find work or claim some land to farm. The easy availability of land in the ever-expanding nationits size has increased more than four-fold since its foundingwas key to its being “the land of opportunity,” offering millions of settlers the chance to acquire at least some wealth in the form of property.


The upwardly mobile tycoons had of course amassed riches vastly greater in scale, but their money was so new that it had not yet begun to accumulate over successive generations. While wealth inequality remained well below European levels, income inequality was rising rapidly. This distinction between income and wealth, all too often lost in debate, is important. Income is a “flow” of money, typically from wages; while wealth is a “stock” of money, in property, shares, or other assets. While they obviously overlap, inequalities in income and wealth inequality are not the same thing. 


In the first half of the 20th century, after the closing of the frontier, the rapid growth of the nation slowed, with the result that both income and wealth gaps widened to European proportions, and the engines of upward mobility stalled. With the Great Depression, Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath supplanted Alger’s Ragged Dick as the emblematic story of the times.


America’s decisive role in World War II and its subsequent emergence as a superpower gave rise to the Great Prosperity: a new surge of economic energy alongside sizeable government investments in infrastructure, the military, science, and Social Security, and a recommitment to education, not least through the G.I. Bill. Between 1950 and the mid-1970s, as the U.S. economy grew by an average of 4 percent a year, the economic expansion drove wages and employment up, and income and wealth gaps narrowed. High taxeshigh by historical standards, anywaywere levied on those with the biggest incomes and greatest wealth, and the government provided more services and cash assistance to the poor as part of Lyndon Johnson’s vision for the “Great Society.” Upward mobility may not have improved; but since standards of living were rising at about the same rate across the income distribution, most people were much better off than their parents had been, even if they remained on the same rung of the income ladder.


From the mid-1970s on however, the mass prosperity machine began to grind to a halt; productivity stagnated and growth slowed as global competition intensified. Inequality trends returned to their pre-war trajectory, with those on the top rungs climbing ever further upward, helped along by Ronald Reagan’s tax cuts, while those at the bottom and in the middle lagged behind. George H.W. Bush broke his “no new taxes” pledge, but did nothing to alter the growing fissure between the rich and the rest.


Bill Clinton’s electoral success presaged a period of strong economic growth and some restoration of the fortunes of the middle class. But U.S. politics soon veered to the right. With the election of George W. Bush as president and the emergence of a new
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Class: The Great Divide
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