
		
			Praise for Deep Inequality

			“Wysong and Perrucci present a much-needed narrative analysis that counteracts the neoliberal narrative of structural inequalities that has been created by wealthy elites and disseminated through the mass media. The authors examine the current conditions of wealth inequality, globalization, political polarization, and other structural realities that have dire consequences for most Americans. In an era of ‘fake news,’ ‘alternative facts,’ and other Trumpisms, Deep Inequality shows us how to resist the ‘new normal’ storyline.”

			—A. Javier Treviño, Wheaton College

			“Increasing inequality, precarious work arrangements, stagnant wages, and cutbacks in government spending—in the mainstream public sphere, these and other troubling features of the contemporary American landscape are commonly described as the ‘new normal.’ Challenging this legitimating ideology, Earl Wysong and Robert Perrucci convincingly argue that the grim realities we are expected to accept as given are in fact the contingent and reversible outcomes of decisions made by networks of wealthy and well-placed corporate and political power holders. In developing their analysis of today’s inequalities, the authors take us on a richly detailed and multifaceted tour, with many interesting stops along the way: the contemporary class structure, globalization, the gig economy, the corrupting role of money in politics, the class-based education system, the corporate media, political polarization and gridlock, climate change, and much more. An important, innovative, and well-written book.”

			—Edward Royce, Rollins College
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			When Worlds Collide

			The New Normal Meets Structural Realities

		

		
			Across America inequality wars are in the news, and they take many forms: opposition to President Trump’s divisive policies and crony capitalism; public support for higher taxes on the wealthy and big businesses; popular opposition to austerity budgets; the “Fight for $15” minimum wage campaign; the “Opt Out” revolt against standardized school testing; battles by parents, teachers, and students against corporate “reforms” to privatize public schools; the “Take on Wall Street” campaign to reform rigged rules privileging Wall Street billionaires and corporate profits over democracy and average Americans’ well-being; the Black Lives Matter movement challenging the economic abandonment and violent policing of black communities; campaigns against big money’s domination of elections; environmental activists’ battles against global warming and climate change; public opposition to “free trade” deals and Federal Reserve policies that enrich Wall Street but ravage Main Street; and the lingering impact of the gone-but-not-forgotten “Occupy Wall Street” uprising.1

			These and other conflicts are now being fought over inequalities in the economic, political, educational, workplace, and cultural arenas at local, state, and national levels. In each case, battles in the inequality wars, especially those in the economic arena, are contests between defenders and opponents of ideas, policies, and practices that have contributed to highly unequal incomes, opportunities, and social conditions. Such inequalities have led to diminished living standards for millions of average Americans. At the same time, they have enriched the wealthiest 1 percent and enhanced the economic well-being of the top 20 percent income group.2

			As U.S. inequalities have become increasingly pronounced, pervasive, and persistent, critics and opponents of these conditions have responded with rising levels of dissent and resistance. Such opposition, as we will see, is often energized by social justice values, moral ideals, and concerns over the negative economic, political, social, and cultural effects of concentrated economic and political power. The latter issue involves a focus on how wealthy and powerful organizations and individuals pursue policies that favor their interests while producing inequalities that undermine traditional American ideals such as democracy, equal opportunity, and the American dream.

			In contrast to the concerns of critics, defenders of and apologists for our inequality-ridden status quo claim the economic and social disparities experienced most acutely by middle- and lower-income Americans are simply part of what many top leaders in government, business, and the corporate media call the “new normal.”3 In their view, this label applies to a wide range of heretofore novel economic and social conditions and related inequalities that have become permanent, routine fixtures in several social domains. Many media reports tell us that while some new normal arrangements and inequalities appear to be disruptive or unfair to some groups, many are actually beneficial to a variety of groups, especially those that are open to and thrive on change, and in the long run, most of today’s new normal conditions will benefit the larger society.

			In recent years top leaders in major U.S. firms and in the federal government have observed that economic stagnation is likely to be the new normal in the United States for the next several years.4 As a result, these leaders tell us that the “New Normal is a reality” and that we must “meet this challenge by doing more with less.”5 This point of view suggests that since the new normal is here and won’t change anytime soon, average Americans need to accept it and learn how to live with all of the unpleasant consequences associated with it. These include, for example, austerity budgets imposed on schools, cities, and the nation by local, state, and national governments due to tax revenue shortfalls and the “commonsense” view that government officials must exercise fiscal responsibility and reduce spending. Other consequences include widening inequalities between wealthy and average Americans with regard to wealth, income, health care, employment, and educational opportunities.

			Large numbers of Americans recognize that today’s new normal appears to mainly benefit the interests of the wealthy and the affluent while harming the interests of average citizens. As a result, many are now asking, Is the new normal a reality that average Americans must accept without question? We and many others think the answer is no. As one educator, expressing a point of view shared by many Americans, put it, “We don’t have to accept this austerity situation as the new normal. It’s not normal, and it’s not okay.”6 We agree with this view. Moreover, we believe growing numbers of Americans are interested in and open to ideas, views, and information that challenge the new normal. That hopeful interest is the focus of this book.

			Despite the hopes of inequality warriors that voters will join them in challenging the new normal with a progressive vision, the 2016 presidential election provided an instructive example of how public anger with our unequal new normal can provoke a political backlash with unexpected results. Long before the election, average Americans recognized “that the American dream of a middle-class life is vanishing.”7 During the election, “Donald Trump’s political genius was to tap into this rage and into the prevailing fears that the downward spiral would continue. He mainly blamed Washington politicians, free trade, and immigration.”8 But that was enough. His “outsider’s” campaign against at least some aspects of the new normal illustrated that people were fed up with it and willing to vote for a candidate who promised to blow up what Trump called a “rigged system.”

			Unfortunately, a Trump presidency is not likely to put an end to the sharp, class-based inequalities of today’s new normal. In fact the opposite is more likely. “Donald Trump has understood the fear and anger rising in America, but his policies will not help his enthusiastic [average income] supporters. To the contrary [they] will fall further behind economically under Trump. Instead of making America great again, Trump’s policies will harm his supporters, making them irate again.”9 The point here is that public opposition to the new normal is real, and it can lead to leadership changes in the political arena. But billionaire-businessman President Trump is not likely to mount an authentic challenge to the institutional structures of wealth that support, profit from, and benefit from the new normal. Such a challenge is far more likely to come from below, from the grass roots, rather than from wealthy elites in the top 1 percent.

			Challenging the New Normal: An Essential Task of Our Time

			In this chapter we introduce ideas, concepts, and perspectives that are part of what we view as an essential task of our time: challenging the new normal. We believe this task is especially urgent given the policy ambiguities of President Trump’s administration and the great risks, uncertainties, and inequalities that the new normal continues to impose on millions of average Americans. We are clearly not alone in our view of this task as illustrated by the many dissident, pro-equality groups in the forefront of today’s inequality wars contesting the new normal. Our approach to challenging it has much in common with many of these groups. Yet, at the same time, we view our perspective as unique. Our approach critiques and challenges new normal conditions as well as the claims made about them by their supporters. It uses an analytical framework that explores how inequalities in the United States today are linked to and reflect what we call “structural realities.” It is a term we use to call attention to how powerful social structures (e.g., large corporations and the federal government) dominated by the wealthy classes are centrally involved in creating and perpetuating a variety of new normal economic, political, cultural, and social inequalities.

			We begin the task of challenging the new normal by introducing four topics that identify and describe core ideas and concepts that help focus and guide the content we develop in the chapters that follow. First, we discuss the general meaning and origins of the new normal term, document the rise in its use over time in the corporate media, and examine how it has been used in U.S. newspapers and broadcast media.10 Second, we describe our concept of narrative analysis and discuss how it informs comparisons we develop between corporate media-disseminated themes and story lines associated with what we call the “new normal narrative” and core features of our perspective that we term the “structural-realities narrative.” We also document the recent rise in narrative-labeled references in the media and review recent research on media-disseminated dominant narratives on neoliberalism.11 Third, we discuss our definition of the new normal narrative and describe its major themes and story lines. We also consider how the new normal can be viewed as a force that promotes both the legitimization of and resistance to inequalities. Fourth, we define our “structural-realities narrative,” discuss its core concepts, and consider how it differs from new normal story lines and themes. We illustrate our approach with a brief discussion of linkages between divisions in the U.S. class structure and today’s inequality wars.

			The New Normal: Meaning, Origins, Media Use

			A general definition of the new normal term is provided by the Oxford English Dictionary. It is “a previously unfamiliar or atypical situation that has become standard, usual or expected.”12 Variations of this general definition underlie how it is used by authors who apply the term to a variety of novel and previously nonstandard economic, political, educational, social, and cultural structures, organizations, conditions, experiences, and social behaviors that have become typical or normative in the aftermath of transformative social changes.13 When the new normal term is invoked today by journalists, politicians, scholars, and others, it is typically used to suggest that significant, and likely permanent, departures from long-standing, traditional normative conditions or standards (i.e., the old normal) have emerged in our nation’s economic, political, and social institutions, in major organizations within those institutions, and in a variety social norms and behaviors.

			While it seems like a term born in our times, the new normal label is not unique to the present. A century ago it was used by authors calling attention to novel conditions that emerged in the aftermath of World War I.14 After that time, however, the term went largely unused in U.S. popular media for decades. From 1920 through 1982, only four new normal references appeared in U.S. newspapers (1973, 1978, and two in 1981), and in each case the term’s usage was unrelated to its contemporary meaning. In the 1983–2000 period the term occasionally began to be used in ways similar to today, but its appearance in U.S. newspapers was far from common: just forty-five references were made to it. But only about half of those used the new normal as a unified term; the other half used “new, normal” as paired words separated by a comma. Most newspaper reports in this period that used the term were stories about how people coped and carried on with their lives after tragic deaths of relatives, friends, or people they knew. Examples of such reports were stories that focused on the “new normal” aftermath of the 1995 Oklahoma City bombing and the 1999 Columbine High School massacre, especially the lingering effects of those events on survivors.15

			The September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks in the United States led to a sharp increase in the use of the new normal term by U.S. newspapers compared with its use prior to those events. In all of 2001 through the end of 2002, 152 new normal references appeared in U.S. newspapers. During this period, the term was far more often used in reports or stories about terrorist-related issues than about other topics. Close to 80 percent of newspaper reports that used the term in this period applied it to either the 9/11 attacks or related topics including the effects of those attacks on individuals, communities, and business, and antiterrorist policies. After 2002, the use of the term by U.S. newspapers in reports on terrorist-related topics declined sharply. From the mid-2000s to the present, the new normal term has been applied more often by newspapers in stories about changes in business conditions, the economy, economic inequalities, and global warming than to terrorism or antiterrorism issues. For example, from 2004 through 2008, 702 new normal references appeared in U.S. newspapers, but only about one-fourth of those were related to the 9/11 attacks or terrorism-related issues. The vast majority of references to the term in this period appeared in reports related to (1) business conditions, (2) economic issues, (3) inequalities (e.g., losses in workers’ incomes, pensions, and job security), and (4) global warming/climate change and related topics. This pattern of topical references continued in the 2008–2015 period, but the number of times the term appeared in U.S. newspapers increased dramatically to 7,155.

			In addition to its increasing use in U.S. newspaper reports over time, references to the new normal in the news transcripts of U.S. electronic broadcast media outlets also rose sharply in recent years.16 The frequency of references to the term in both media types followed similar patterns for 2000–2007 and for 2008–2015. The number of references to the new normal in U.S. newspapers totaled 737 in 2000–2007 but increased to 7,155 in 2008–2015. In the news transcripts of U.S. electronic media outlets, the number of new normal references totaled 397 in 2000–2007 but rose more than fivefold to 2,040 in 2008–2015. The overwhelming majority of reports that referred to the new normal in both media types, especially after 2008, were focused on the same four topical categories identified in the preceding paragraph.

			The sharply increased number of references to the new normal term in U.S. media outlets after the 2008 financial crisis (compared to prior years) is partly due to its frequent use as a label for the uneven, stagnant, and crisis-prone economic and business conditions that emerged and persisted following that event. The term was first used this way in a 2009 Pacific Investment Management Company (PIMCO) publication. In that context, the concept “signaled the likelihood that western economies would not reset in a typical cyclical manner. . . . Rather than a quick bounce back in growth . . . economic activity would remain persistently sluggish and unemployment unusually high.”17 Since then, new normal has been used by a variety of authors in ways that go well beyond how it was described by PIMCO.

			Broader definitions of the term are now frequently used in corporate media reports on and public discussions about a wide array of topics such as financial matters, business conditions, and economic inequalities. For example, a recent Time magazine report on the politics of and problems faced by today’s millennial generation pointed out that young Americans in this age group (eighteen to thirty-five) are the “hardest hit by the harsh ‘new normal’ of stagnant incomes, a shrinking middle class, cheap labor abroad, smart robots at home, rising inequality, and stalled upward mobility.”18 In addition to its links to the topics noted above, the term has been used in recent years by corporate media outlets in numerous reports on climate change, global warming, and new terrorist threats posed to
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