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      Class Menagerie 
 They also serve who only stand and wait, 

but mostly they serve burgers. 
Garrett Keizer

A  S WITH ANY NUMERICAL TREND,
it’s hard to pinpoint exactly when in recent 
history inequality in America exceeded that 
of any other time in the nation’s past, with 
the possible exception only of the infamous 
‘Golden Age’ of the late 1800s. 
   Arguably, the change began in the early 
1970s with Nixon’s abandonment of the 
gold standard, which gave the U.S.—as the 
proprietor of the world’s reserve currency—
carte blanche to inflate the money supply 
without restraint and embark on a five 
decade long orgy of debt-fueled spending.      
   This shift from a savings to a debt-based 
economy inevitably favored the rich, and 
accelerated in the 1980s with the tax and 
fiscal policies of Ronald Reagan.

                                             David Dee Delgado
                                         

   But the greatest driver of inequality was 
the financialization of the U.S. economy 
under Bill Clinton. More legislation 
deregulating the financial sector was signed 
during Clinton’s two presidential terms than 
at any other time in the nation’s history.    
   Clinton’s passage of the North American 
Free Trade Agreement in 1993 resulted in 
the wages of millions of American workers 
being cut by U.S. corporations struggling to 
compete with cheap foreign labor.
   The policies of the Federal Reserve Alan 
Greenspan led to an enormous bubble in 
technology stocks, the eventual collapse of 
which spurred the Fed to slash interest rates.
This in turn created a housing bubble, 
whose subsequent collapse prompted a 
series of unprecedented policy responses 
which fueled an asset bubble larger than the 
tech and housing bubbles combined.



   But it took the Global Financial Crisis of 
2008, a direct result of the regressive 
policies of previous decades, to awaken 
most people to the depth of the chasm 
between the average American and the rich. 
   The sub-prime mortgage crisis—in 
essence a vast, bank-designed ponzi scheme
—wound up transferring an estimated $4.6 
trillion in bailouts to the ‘too big to fail’ 
banks and corporations. Meanwhile, 
millions of Americans lost their homes or 
were plunged into a financial black hole 
from which many still struggle to recover.
   By 2019, America’s 655 billionaires 
possessed a combined $4 trillion in wealth, 
while 200 million of their fellow countrymen 
couldn’t cover an unexpected $400 expense.   
   But the massive restructuring of the U.S. 
economy during the GFC pales in comparison 
to the fallout from the Covid pandemic later 
that year and the mandatory lockdowns 
which followed, the ultimate financial harm 
of which has been estimated at $16 trillion. 
   The lockdowns enriched huge corporations 
and online retail giants like Amazon, while 
decimating small businesses. (Those same 
655 billionaires gained $3.9 trillion during 
the pandemic, as workers lost $3.7 trillion.)
   The actual cost of the GFC bailouts and 
Covid lockdowns may actually be too great 
to assign a number to, considering that they 
resulted in a radical and permanent 
transformation of the U.S. economy, one 
based on large banks and corporations at the 
expense of the thousands of smaller 
businesses which had traditionally been 
the backbone of the American economy.
   Post-pandemic, the top 1% of Americans 
controlled almost 100 times the wealth of 
the entire bottom 50% of the population.
(The richest three billionaires alone held 
more wealth than 160 million Americans.) 

   The RAND Corporation has calculated 
that in the period 1975-2020, as much as 
$50 trillion was transferred from the bottom 
90% of Americans to the top 1%. In effect, 
nearly all of the the financial benefit of the 
staggering increase in productivity spurred 
by technological innovation during the 
postwar period went to the wealthy, and 
most of that, in fact, to the ultra-wealthy.
   Astonishingly, even for the top 1%, 
incomes have been essentially stagnant 
since 2001. On the other hand, the top 0.1% 
now hold more wealth than the bottom 80%
—an unprecedented concentration of wealth 
perhaps best described by one cynical 
observer as ‘The Haves and Have Yachts.’
   The disparity in assets is even starker than 
the income gap, with a mere 10% of 
Americans controlling 84% of the stock 
market and fully 97% of all capital income 
in the country. The elites—sitting upon a 
stupendous $121 trillion hoard of private 
wealth—use this financial power to 
maintain their dominance over the political 
system, leaving the vast majority of 
Americans very little political influence 
with which to even challenge the status quo. 
   One discouraging measure of inequality is 
well documented: In 2010, the top 1% of 
Americans possessed more wealth than the 
entire middle class, a disparity which has 
only solidified in the intervening years.
   America was founded on the principle of 
equal opportunity, a place where anyone 
could get rich through ingenuity and hard 
work, and where old, entrenched European 
class divisions no longer applied. 
   Ironically, just as the nation is belatedly 
beginning to acknowledge the very real 
issue of class division in America, the 
‘Great American Middle Class’ may be on 
the verge of permanently disappearing. ◾


