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Abstract: Economic insecurity has grown in the United States since the 1970s. This reflects 
extensive structural change across key social institutions, like the market, family, and the state. 
The experience and impact of rising insecurity has fallen disproportionately on the working-class 
(i.e., those without a four-year college degree). This includes previously insulated members of 
the working-class, like white non-Hispanics and men. Thus, for much of the white working-class 
the last fifty years has been a scenario of relative decline. The social, cultural, and economic 
position of the white working-class—relative to its peers—has generated a potentially distinct set 
of responses across multiple dimensions. This analysis focuses on two possible ramifications of 
white working-class economic insecurity: deaths of despair (suicide, drug overdose, alcohol) and 
reactionary politics. Using a combination of linear modeling and in-depth interviews I assess the 
relationship between economic insecurity, class position, deaths of despair, and reactionary 
politics in contemporary America. This research builds up theories of economics and health, 
class politics, and social inequality. It also provides insight into two highly topical events in 
modern America: rising deaths of despair and the (re)emergence of white reactionary politics.  
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Chapter 1—Introduction 

Economic inequity is a persistent reality of post-industrialism in America. Income 

inequality has increased since the 1970s (Mishel et al. 2012) with a uniquely “top-heavy” trend 

emerging in the 1990s as elites economically pulled away from the rest (Saez 2017). Opportunity 

has stalled through various locations in the socio-economic ladder and spread beyond geographic 

clusters (Chetty et al. 2017; 2014a; 2014b); while economic insecurity has grown and spread to 

new areas of the socio-economic distribution (Latner 2019; Hacker et al. 2013; Gottschalk and 

Moffit 2009). Although the overall upward trend is perhaps not as pronounced as economic 

inequality (Kenworthy 2014), economic insecurity has noticeably increased among certain 

groups like men, and those without a college degree (Donggyun and Solon 2011; Hacker et al. 

2013; Gottschalk and Moffit 2009). For example, working age men, those without a four-year 

college degree, and those in the bottom 25th percent of earners have experienced the most 

pronounced increase in earnings instability (Gottschalk and Moffit 2009).  

Deep structural and institutional changes have been at the root of these events. Rising 

income inequality, elevated insecurity, and stalled opportunity are the result of widespread 

structural shifts in key institutions, such as the market, family, and the state (Morris and Western 

1999; Leicht 2008; Western et al. 2008; Mouw & Kalleberg 2010). They have therefore 

transcended conventional racial and gender socio-economic boundaries affecting even 

historically privileged groups, like whites and men.  

Research has documented the ramifications of rising economic instability among those 

most likely to be affected: low-income and/or non-college educated (i.e. working class) women 

and non-whites (Shulman 2005; Newman and Chen 2007; Hays 2003; Edin and Lein 1997; 

Hollister 2011). These analyses have illustrated how low-wage/low-skill occupations 

increasingly fail to provide stable employment, adequate wages, auxiliary benefits, and 
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flexibility—particularly as it relates to parenting. Wilson (1996) complements this work, 

emphasizing the post-industrial shift in employment as a crucial factor behind the persistence of 

concentrated African American urban poverty. He also points out that a lack of employment 

and/or unstable employment not only leads to poverty, but isolation from others in a community, 

and society as a whole. Social deterioration of communities and cultural components of 

concentrated poverty, like single parenthood, high crime, and drug abuse emanate from this lack 

of employment and isolation, subsequently creating a feedback loop. In a similar effort, Charles 

Murray (2012) asserts that since 1960, the white working class has become socially, spatially, 

and culturally separated from the upper-middle and upper classes. As a result, many of the 

problematic social trends over the last 50 years—falling marriage rates, rising single parenthood, 

declining religious and civic participation, sinking labor force participation—are especially acute 

amongst the white working class (Cherlin 2014; Murray 2012). 

At the micro level, Jennifer Silva (2012) articulates the difficult process of defining 

adulthood for working class youth in the face of economic instability. Her analysis details a set 

of individuals with a profound lack of connectedness to their community and major social 

institutions, extreme distrust in others, and a cold, de-humanized demeanor. For these young 

adults achieving “adulthood” in the traditional sense—getting married, having kids, landing a 

good job, and buying a home—has been redefined as a process of therapeutic selfhood in which 

adulthood is defined through individually overcoming a harrowing childhood, or family past. 

In evaluating this research in comparison to white working-class men it can be argued 

that for the non-white and non-male working class, rising insecurity has represented the further 

erosion of an already precarious position. However, for white working-class men, rising 

insecurity is a substantial reversal of conditions. This is a group that had previously enjoyed an 
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unprecedented degree of economic stability throughout the 20th century (Leicht and Fitzgerald 

2007). As a result, while white working-class men still occupy an advantageous social position, 

their economic position has declined relative to their fathers, educated white men, non-whites, 

and women (Mishel et al. 2012). Indeed, this relative decline can also be witnessed in relation to 

employment, and wage and educational inequality. For instance, in comparison to women, men 

have, on average, experienced declining wages, shrinking median personal income, decreasing 

absolute and relative educational attainment, a slower rise in the college wage premium, and the 

greatest declines in labor force participation since the 1970s (Mishel et al. 2012). While these 

trends are less pronounced in relation to their non-white peers, there has also been relative socio-

economic advancement by non-whites over the last 50 years (Reardon 2011). Perhaps most 

important, the future looks bleak for these men. The dynamics of post-industrial labor markets—

specifically jobs that require advanced education and soft-skills—are features that working-class 

men did not possess 50 years ago and have not acquired more of over time. In essence, one can 

make the case that these men are treading water—unstable work and earnings, stagnant income, 

more stress, inadequate education/skills, and flat-lined opportunity. 

Rising economic insecurity among white working-class men is thus a case of relative 

decline. As a result, it bears asking whether the ramifications will be different compared to other 

groups, like non-whites and women. There is reason to suspect that rising economic insecurity 

should generate a different set of responses among white working-class men. To elaborate, 

humans gauge their social position relative to others and past experiences. A discrepancy 

between what is expected and what is possible, or what has occurred, generates feelings of 

dissonance, or what is termed relative deprivation in psychology and social psychology (Walker 

and Smith 2002). This dissonance can be acute when expectations remain constant, but 
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capabilities decline (Gurr 1970). Having unstable income is one such example, especially if it is 

not expected/anticipated. Individuals, and in particular men, tend to alleviate dissonance felt by 

relative deprivation through impetuous and/or aggressive behaviors (Kahneman and Tversky 

1979). In terms of economic insecurity, this might mean the rapid liquidation of one’s assets in 

order to recover from a substantial decline in income. It could also mean self-abuse, or violent 

outbursts towards others (Gurr 1970). The inability to “measure up” to past and future 

expectations should subsequently generate dissonance above-and-beyond their working-class 

peers.  

Their assessment of social position is also influenced by expectations of distributive 

justice. Individuals evaluate the allocation of rewards, like income, using a socially constructed 

definition of “fairness” (Hegtvedt 2006). In other words, individuals tend to have an expectation 

of what value they should receive, which they then compare to what they received, i.e., the “just 

reward.” These definitions of “just” and “fair” are socially constructed, and most importantly, are 

influenced by privileged groups, who can define and distort norms of equity and need along the 

lines of status inequalities (Hegtvedt 2006; Eckhoff 1974; Cook and Hegtvedt 1986). What 

emerges is a “natural order” of distributive justice delineates collective worth in society that 

becomes embodied in social relations and institutions. This forms a cornerstone of opportunity 

hoarding mechanisms and saturates the political process (Smirnova 2018; McVeigh 1999). 

Therefore, when this status quo is challenged, whether economically, politically, or culturally, it 

tends to elicit a reactionary response from those in power (Ridgeway 2014). Existing research 

corroborates this, demonstrating how white Americans, when they are (or perceive to be) 

threatened as a group, increase their support for reactionary political attitudes (Craig and 

Richeson 2014), engage in compensatory social behavior (Carlson 2015), impose draconian 
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formal policy (Andrews and Seguin 2015) and participate in extralegal violence (Corzine, 

Creech, and Corzine 1993; McVeigh 2009). Periods of heightened resource scarcity, such as 

economic recessions, can amplify this (Snow et al. 1998). When applied to white working-class 

men, it becomes apparent that recent advancements in racial equality clearly violate the status 

quo. Likewise, the increased autonomy of women challenges systems of paternalistic dominance 

that lie at the center of patriarchal systems of inequality (Massey 2007) and hegemonic 

masculine identity (Connell 1987). 

It is therefore reasonable to theorize that feelings of relative deprivation and group threat 

should be currently elevated among white working-class men. Recent economic and political 

events, such as The Great Recession and the election of a Black president, should magnify these 

sentiments. Additionally, the (white) working class, especially men, are increasing de-

institutionalized, meaning they are absent from core social institutions like family/marriage, 

religion, political parties, civic organizations, and even the market (Silva 2012; Cherlin 2014; 

Wilcox et al. 2012; Murray 2012). The isolation that accompanies de-institutionalization can be 

detrimental. For instance, men experience more social and emotional support from marriage in 

comparison to both single women and married women (Waite and Gallaher 2000; Wilson and 

Oswald 2005). Furthermore, social isolation can generate feelings of alienation, thereby 

exacerbating feelings of relative deprivation and group threat. 

There are several potential consequences to rising insecurity. One is self-imposed exile 

and a rejection of broader society. This could range from the hyper-alienated behavior found by 

Silva (2012) to something more extreme, like living “off-the-grid.” Another option is 

compensation through consumption, e.g., buying “authentic” masculinity. For example, Carlson 

(2015) details how some men use their ability to legally carry a concealed firearm as a means to 
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transform their threatened role of economic “provider” into that of a “protector.” Alternatively, 

in line with Merton’s (1967) typology of deviance, these men might also eschew non-

institutional/traditional means and turn towards crime in order to achieve economic stability.  

The reinforcing combination of economic insecurity and social isolation might also 

generate health consequences. There is a relationship between economic stability and individual 

health (Burgard et al. 2007). Likewise, there is an empirical association between isolation and 

depression (Cornwell and Waite 2009; Hall-Lande et al. 2007) and, in turn, poor-mental and 

behavioral health, namely suicide (Conner et al. 2007) and substance abuse (Volkow et al. 2011). 

Moreover, recent research has uncovered rising suicide rates, drug related overdoses, and alcohol 

related deaths among white Americans (in particular men) regardless if they are young (Kolata 

and Cohen 2016) or old (Case and Deaton 2015; 2017; 2020a). Opiate abuse, primarily heroin, 

has become a primary cause of these deaths (Hedegard et al. 2015), According to the CDC 

(2015), low income non-Hispanic white males are at an elevated risk for heroin use and 

overdose. Case and Deaton (2015; 2017; 2020a) have categorized these deaths—suicide, 

overdose, and alcohol—as “deaths of despair” and argue that they are reflective of the declining 

socio-economic position of white working-class households since the 1970s. As the absolute and 

relative position of the white working-class has declined, individuals, particularly men, dealt 

with this despair through substance abuse and/or self-harm; however, it remains unclear the 

degree to which economic standing, or the increased availability of prescription opioids, drives 

the increase in deaths of despair.  

Finally, as suggested earlier, white working-class precarity might generate “blowback” in 

the form of increased support for, or participation in, reactionary political ideology. There is a 

historical precedence for whites to respond to group/status threat through reactionary politics 
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(e.g., Reconstruction and Jim Crow). Empirical research has further corroborated this point. 

Social movement scholars, like McVeigh (1999; 2001), have demonstrated threat as a motivator 

for reactionary political movements among dominant groups. Policy researchers, like Craig and 

Richeson (2014), have suggested a significant association between perceived group-status threat, 

even one that is potentially thirty years down the road, and white support for conservative 

political ideology and policy. 

My analysis centers on two of the consequences mentioned above—deaths of despair and 

reactionary politics. I focus on these outcomes because they present two different, yet related, 

sides of rising insecurity. Both are potential reflections of anxiety, confusion, frustration, and 

despair, yet manifest themselves in uniquely different ways—inward versus outward. Building 

from this, my analysis is structured along three guiding questions. First, what is the association 

between economic insecurity, race/class/gender, and deaths of despair? Second, does state-level 

social policy impact the above-mentioned association? And lastly, what are the contours and 

dynamics of white working-class reactionary politics, in particular, amongst white working-class 

men? To elaborate, economic insecurity should be meaningful due to the relationship between 

economics/health and economics/politics. Similarly, the intersection of race/class/gender, in this 

case white working-class male, should be related to both outcomes due to the fact that this 

demographic heavily defines each outcome. This generates the question of whether there is 

something distinct about being white working-class in contemporary America. Whether the 

effect of being white working-class requires the presence of economic insecurity or is an effect 

that exists above-and-beyond economic insecurity is, at present, unclear in the literature. Lastly, 

it is unreasonable to examine the relationship between economic conditions and health without 

understanding the role of social policy.  
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I address these questions through a mixed methods design. In my first analysis I examine 

the county-level relationship between deaths of despair, economic insecurity, and the 

constellation of race/class/gender, i.e. white working-class men. I center my analysis on deaths 

of despair in the immediate aftermath of the Great Recession (2012-2016). This was chosen 

because of the tremendous economic and social impact of the Great Recession. This was during a 

particularly strong increase in deaths, and it was before access to prescription opiates had begun 

to decline—an important counterfactual for my analysis. My analysis will gauge the linear and 

interactive effects of economic precarity and class standing. It will also consider the moderating 

impact of state social welfare policies, such as unemployment insurance, Medicaid, and cash 

welfare. Each of these policies should have the potential to moderate the association between 

economic precarity and deaths of despair.  

In the second half of my analysis I conduct a series of in-depth semi-structured interviews 

with young white working-class men in Arizona to describe and understand the contours and 

processes behind white working-class politics in contemporary America. I focus on younger men 

to ascertain how changing economic and socio-cultural conditions are shaping their views and 

future aspirations. Building off existing research on the (white) working-class (Lamont 2000; 

Silva 2012; Cramer 2016; Hochschild 2017) I use economic precarity and the constellation of 

race/class/gender (white working-class male) as guideposts to help contextualize and understand 

my respondents point of view, how they position themselves in the status hierarchy vis-à-vis 

other social groups (women, non-whites, college educated peers), and finally, if, and how, this 

sculpts their political philosophy and the processes by which material and cultural context shapes 

political ideology. 
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Using multiple methodologies and a synthesis of literature on social inequality, political 

sociology, and social psychology my analysis deepens our understanding of the ramifications of 

economic insecurity among white working-class Americans. Additionally, my research provides 

insight and clarity on to the processes by which economic insecurity is associated with social and 

behavioral health (Hedegard et al. 2015; Case and Deaton 2015) and white reactionary backlash 

in the face of relative decline (McVeigh 2009). These findings build upon theoretical 

understandings of health and economics, and the relationship between economics, status, and 

white working-class politics. Not only are these important theoretical concerns, they are both of 

topical issues in 21st century America.  

My analysis will proceed as follows. In chapter two I provide the theoretical framework 

for my analysis in order to better situate my topic and analytical strategy. In chapter three, I 

describe my quantitative data, including my outcome and predictor variables, and statistical 

modeling design. This is followed by a description of my qualitative analysis that elaborates my 

research site, design, and analysis. Chapter four will present the findings of my quantitative 

analysis regarding deaths of despair. Chapter five will discuss and analyze the results of my in-

depth interviews. Finally, chapter six will provide summary, contextualization, and additional 

evaluation of my project’s results, including limitations, critiques, and future research directions.  
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Chapter 2—Theory/Background 

To understand the current position of the white working-class we need to first understand 

the contours of economic inequality, social mobility, and economic insecurity in United States 

and the role of the State in generating, and shaping, these outcomes. From there we can focus on 

how the working-class in America has fared considering these changes and why the 

ramifications of these changes might distinctively impact white working-class men.  

 “The Great Divergence”—Trends in Economic Inequality  

Economic inequality in U.S. has grown since the 1970s (Mishel et al. 2012). This is true 

whether we measure inequality whether via income (pre or post tax), wages, compensation, 

consumption or wealth (Stone et al. 2020; Kenworthy and Smeeding 2013; Mishel et al. 2012). 

The temporal patterning of this rise has been uneven. From the mid-1970s to the early-1990s, 

income inequality was driven primarily by trends at the bottom and middle of the distribution; 

however, since the mid-1990s, it has been driven by trends at the top (i.e., the “one percent”). 

The dynamics of rising inequality have also varied over time. Scholars have juxtaposed the 

salience of between-group vs. within-group income gaps, suggesting differential dynamics of 

rising inequality over time (Western 2008; Leicht 2008; Mouw and Kalleberg 2010). In spite of 

this rocky, multi-faceted path, there are two primary trends within the broad phenomenon of 

rising income inequality 1) slow income growth for those in the bottom half of the income 

distribution; and 2) substantial and sustained growth for those at the very top of the distribution. 

The benchmark typically used to make these claims is income growth following World War II 

compared to income grow since the 1970s. The 1970s saw a multitude of domestic and 

international macroeconomic, social, and political changes that reversed the post-war egalitarian 

economic regime of symmetrical income growth. Following the 1970s median household income 
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began to grow at a comparatively sluggish pace. Perhaps most alarming, growth in median 

household income became detached from growth in GDP/capita (Mishel et al. 2012).  

There is a myriad of competing and reinforcing causes for rising inequality. What can be 

said is that rising inequality cannot be fully explained through the “usual suspects”—widening 

racial or gender income gaps (Morris and Western 1999; Noah 2012). Instead, rising inequality 

reflects structural shifts in the character of key social institutions, like the market, the state, and 

the family. Recent research on the growing importance of within-group inequality corroborates 

this (Leicht 2008; Western 2008; Mouw & Kalleberg 2010). It details a widening income gap—

specifically the “top” pulling away from the rest—amongst women, men, white, Blacks, those 

with a Bachelor’s degree, those within a specific occupation, and so forth.  

“A Stairway to the Stars”—Trends in Social Mobility  

America has championed itself as a land of opportunity. A place of “temporarily 

embarrassed millionaires” as John Steinbeck once said. Inequality is therefore not as concerning 

if the escalator of opportunity/mobility is humming along. This underpins the American 

meritocratic logic that equality of opportunity is more important than equality of outcome. 

Rhetoric aside, there is a degree of logic behind this sentiment. Enough opportunity should 

reasonably offset the unequal spread of income. What remains unclear is what is “enough” 

opportunity, and for whom? Moreover, at what point does inequality of outcomes generate 

inequality of opportunity? These questions aside, for much of U.S. history there was more 

opportunity compared to Europe and increases in standard of living partially offset income 

inequality.  

The degree to which opportunity/mobility has changed since the 1970s has been of great 

concern to sociologists. Focus has often been on intergenerational mobility, which can be 
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analyzed in absolute or relative terms. Absolute mobility is whether a child makes more money 

than their parents, has a higher status job, or a higher social class. In contrast, relative mobility is 

where a child ranks against his/her peers compared to where his/her parent(s) ranked against 

their peers. Relative mobility is a theoretically important lens because it attempts to account for 

structural changes in society, like economic growth, that can raise all boats without necessarily 

altering the class system. It is also an important substantive measure of mobility since it taps into 

the cornerstone of a meritocratic society. Put differently, individuals changing place within the 

class-system, i.e., moving up and down the ladder, is arguably a more “genuine” indicator of 

meritocracy compared to absolute increases in wellbeing.  

There has been debate whether mobility has declined or flat-lined since the 1970s (Grawe 

and Mulligan 2002; Lee and Solon 2009; Black and Devereux 2010). Recent research has 

potentially suggested a direction. Raj Chetty and colleagues have made use of de-identified tax 

records and U.S. Census data to investigate trends in absolute and relative mobility. Chetty et al. 

(2017) assess absolute mobility by comparing the percentage of children earning more than their 

parents for those born in 1940 to those born in 1984. They find a decline in absolute mobility 

between each cohort. 92 percent of children in the 1940 cohort had a higher income than their 

parents, compared to 50 percent of children in the 1984 birth cohort. Regarding relative mobility, 

Chetty et al. (2014a) demonstrated a flattening out of relative mobility since the 1970s. They also 

note that geographic breakdown of opportunity is stark. Using de-identified tax records for 

children born in the 1980s, Chetty et al. (2014b) find locations in the U.S with relative mobility 

rates similar to Scandinavian nations alongside areas with mobility rates lower than any 

developed nation. Much of this immobility is clustered in the South, but is also acute in the Rust 

Belt and West. 
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America also no longer holds the opportunity torch compared to its European peers. Only 

the United Kingdom and Italy have less mobility than the United States—as measured by 

intergenerational earnings elasticity (Corak 2012). Moreover, it is less common for American 

children born into the bottom end of the income distribution to “escape” (i.e., to move up the 

income ladder as adults). This is particularly true for low-income persons of color, and those 

raised in non-college educated and/or single parent households (Mishel et al. 2012; Reeves 

2014).    

Opportunity therefore appears to have, at best, stalled since the 1970s and the geography 

of opportunity remains highly unequal. This suggests that rising inequality has not been offset by 

mobility, in fact, the opposite is likely occurring. Inequality, especially the top-heavy American 

kind (Saez 2017), can intensify the consequences of the birth lottery, thereby stretching out the 

“rungs in the income ladder.” This makes it harder to climb up the income ladder and harder to 

fall-down. Scholars have attempted to document this. One notable interpretation is the 

commodification of opportunity (Grusky and MacLean 2016). Households are increasingly 

dependent on the market for a variety of goods and services, like health care, childcare, old-age 

care, and after-school education. In an era of rising inequality, this generates a predicament. 

Households now have less money to participate in a game that continually requires more money 

to play. Recent research by Richard Reeves (2017) further details this point,  He illustrates how 

opportunity in America has become more commodified over the last 40 years, and how 

“submerged” features of the American welfare state, like tax credits, deductions, and other 

subsides enable upper-middle class families to hoard opportunity and thus reproduce the status 

quo. Another concurrent and related trend is rising economic insecurity, which I discuss in the 

following section. 
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“Riding high in April, shot down in May”—What it Means to Be Economic Insecure  

Economic insecurity/precarity is related to, but importantly different, from mobility. Both 

are concerned with fluctuations in income/earnings/wealth, however economic 

insecurity/precarity concentrates on the dynamics of that fluctuation, with concern over its 

volatility. Does your income oscillate appreciably within the span of year or from year-to-year?  

If so, how consistent, or inconsistent, are these fluctuations? A seasonal worker experiences 

consistent, and thus predictable, economic insecurity. The opposite is often true for individuals 

who are temporarily employed and/or marginally attached to the labor force. Relatedly, volatility 

can come in the form of large and unexpected economic shocks, such as a job loss, divorce, or a 

health crisis. Shocks of this type are experienced by large and diverse swaths of the population 

and are thus a common catalyst for bouts of poverty (Rank 2004). 

While poverty and economic insecurity are bedfellows, they are not the same concept. 

What makes economic insecurity different, and thus a powerful analytical concept, is that, like 

poverty, it is a palpable experience, but is less bound by its definition. A person does not have to 

experience absolute material deprivation to be economically insecure, especially in modern 

America.1 Research has used various names to discuss this domestic and global phenomenon, 

like the working poor (Brady, Fullerton, and Cross 2010) and the precariat (Standing 2011). 

Scholars have also demonstrated that insecurity is a phenomenon that can “creep” up the income 

ladder to historically insulated middle-class households (Latner 2019; Nau and Soener 2019; 

Leicht and Fitzgerald 2014)  

The impact and severity of income shocks, or fluctuations, is conditional upon access to 

resources, like savings, housing equity, and the ability to access credit and traditional financial 

                                                           
1Relative poverty and poverty as social exclusion are concepts more closely related to economic insecurity, but 
again, are potentially limited in their analytical breadth  
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institutions such as banks. Non-monetary resources are also paramount (Anderson forthcoming; 

Bjorklund et al. 2014). Quality health insurance and steady access to medical care is critical for 

preventing health crises as well as mitigating their effects. Having reliable transportation is 

pivotal for maintaining strong labor force attachment, and often for maintaining food security—a 

problem for low income households that live in food deserts and/or areas with sparse and 

dispersed grocery stores. Being able to tap into networks for financial and social support, like 

childcare, is invaluable when weathering an income shock. Finally, having access to quality 

internet and computers is crucial in the 21st century. Unfortunately, many low-income 

households are reliant on smartphones for Internet access, meaning they are more dependent on 

schools, libraries, or private businesses (like UPS stores) for technological services. The unequal 

spatial distribution of these organizations compounds the digital limitations of smartphone 

reliance thereby socially isolating and marginalizing lower-income populations. This last point 

underscores that while possession of resources is important, having generalized access to 

resources is equally as vital. As such, the spatial distribution of services and organizations must 

also be taken into consideration when discussing economic insecurity.  

Income volatility—sudden shocks, eradicate fluctuations—and insecurity are thus linked 

in a vicious cycle that generates vulnerable populations. Having inadequate and/or limited access 

to resources often means that income volatility produces weaker labor force attachment, falling 

behind on payments, higher debt service burdens, becoming underwater on one’s mortgage, and 

underbanking. To elaborate on this last point, underbanked households are classified as 

“households that have a checking and/or a savings account yet have used non-bank money 

orders, non-bank check-cashing services, non-bank remittances, payday loans, rent-to-own 

services, pawn shops, or refund anticipation loans (RALs) in the past 12 months” (FDIC 
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National Survey of Unbanked and Underbanked Households). These alternative financial 

institutions and services, like payday lenders, routinely have exorbitant interest rates and overall 

predatory practices. Underbanking is common amongst low-income households and plays a role 

in reinforcing and perpetuating their economic insecurity. 

“When you're up, it's never as good as it seems, and when you're down, you never think 

you'll be up again”—The Cost of Economic Insecurity 

The sociological impact of being economically insecure/precarious/vulnerable is far-

reaching. First, economic insecurity—like poverty—reduces standard of living by “encouraging 

people to shorten their horizons and curtail saving and investing activities from themselves and 

their children” (Latner 2019:193). Insecurity is also cognitively and physically disruptive. 

Experiencing a loss tends to decrease happiness more than experiencing a gain (Layard 2005; 

Kahneman and Tversky 1979). Put differently, being flush then bust can often feel worse than 

never having been flush at all.  

An existence of shortened horizons, day-to-day living, and cognitive dissonance produces 

massive amounts of chronic stress and a propensity for risky and/or counterintuitive behaviors 

like substance abuse, unplanned children, and unsound financial planning. The effects of this 

insecure lifestyle reverberate to children and loved ones. An excellent example is Watts, Duncan, 

and Quan (2018) who updated the famous “marshmallow study.” Like the original experiment, 

Watts and colleagues explain to a young child (aged 2-3) that they can eat the marshmallow in 

front of them, but if they can wait for seven minutes while the experimenter leaves the room, 

they will receive two marshmallows. Among other things, children from more unstable economic 

backgrounds were significantly less likely to wait the seven minutes. This resonates with what is 

known about the effects of economic insecurity and poverty. Affluence and stability tend to go 
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together so that future-thinking—here in the form of delayed gratification—becomes a luxury. 

Knowing and trusting that there will be food, shelter, income, and stability in the near future 

makes one more willing to delay gratification.   

Sudden and significant declines in income are also economically hard to recover from. 

Around a third of individuals who experience a twenty-five percent or more annual decline in 

income do not fully recover within ten years (Rose and Winship 2009). Individual response to 

sudden income decline can compound negative economic effects. Individuals tend to take drastic 

actions in the face of instability, like getting rid of assets, which undercuts their long-term 

economic position (Kenworthy 2014). Such disruptive events, especially during prime working 

years, can significantly impact ones living standards, but also their, and perhaps even their 

children’s, chances for economic mobility. 

On Shaky Ground—Trends in Economic Insecurity  

Economic insecurity has increased in the U.S. since the 1970s (Latner 2019; Hacker et al. 

2013; Gottschalk and Moffit 2009). Although the upward trend is perhaps not as pronounced as 

economic inequality (Kenworthy 2014), economic insecurity has increased among those without 

a college degree, including men (Donggyun and Solon 2011; Hacker et al. 2013; Gottschalk and 

Moffit 2009). For example, working age men, especially those with a high school degree or less, 

and/or those in the bottom quartile percent of earners, have experienced the most pronounced 

increase in earnings instability (Gottschalk and Moffit 2009). In line with explanations for rising 

income inequality (Morris and Western 1999; Leicht 2008; Western et al. 2008; Mouw and 

Kalleberg 2010), rising insecurity is the result of widespread structural shifts in key institutions, 

such as the market, family, and the state. Its impact thus increasingly transcends conventional 



25 

 

racial and gender socio-economic boundaries affecting even historically privileged groups, like 

white men.  

Economic insecurity appears to have continued, and in ways gotten worse, since the 

Great Recession. Working families have suffered tremendously, but an interesting feature has 

been the spread of precarity up the income ladder. Nau and Soener (2019) suggest that following 

the Great Recession “middle-income working families now have the same level of income 

precarity as the working poor (2019:523)” This means more working families of different 

income levels are experiencing heightened levels of insecurity. Latner (2019) modifies this point, 

demonstrating that “rising volatility levels are less due to everyone experiencing higher volatility 

and more about the distribution of volatility growing more unequal. The inequality of volatility is 

rising because the characteristics that increase the probability of experiencing high volatility 

remain constant, but the characteristics that once reduced that probability now offer less 

complete protection” (2019:194). Put differently, historically insulated households are now 

facing levels of economic insecurity that have long characterized working-class existence.  

 “It never rains, but it pours”—The Catch-22 of Low Income in America 

Given the realities explicated above, it can be theorized that low-income households in 

America ultimately face a constellation of reinforcing conditions that makes economic security, 

upward mobility, and maintaining good health, very difficult. Figure 1 visualizes this catch-22. 

Low-education is associated with lower income and/or unstable employment, which in turn 

shapes where you can live and whether you rent or own. This latter point is critical because 

access to quality education, employment, and safe/healthy environments is inexorably tied to 

where you live in America—a process heavily shaped by structural conditions and discrimination 

(Wilson 1987; Massey and Denton 1993; Williams and Collins 2001; Quillian 2014). As such, 
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the importance of residential segregation cannot be overstated in this model and has become 

more salient in contemporary America given the rise in residential segregation by income (Fry 

and Taylor 2012).2 

                           Figure 1. The Cycle of Insecurity and Vulnerability 

 
 

“Baked in the Cake vs. Getting a Slice of the Pie”—the Role of the State 

What explains the socio-economic catch-22 in America? To be sure, the U.S. is not alone 

in having a sticky web at the bottom of its income distribution. Nevertheless, the U.S. state plays 

a role in facilitating, even ensuring, this outcome. The role of the state in shaping the distribution 

of resources, and therefore structuring levels of inequality and overall class system, is a 

fundamental reality of modern industrial economies. Put differently, “the state is not a neutral 

observer of the class system, and almost all of its actions affect the distribution of income, 

wealth, prestige, and power, whether intended or not…” (Marger 2005:203). Scholars, like 

Esping-Anderson (1990), have developed this point by conceptualizing the welfare state as a 

                                                           
2 This is not to downplay the continued relevance of racial residential segregation. Despite substantial declines in 

Black/white residential segregation since the 1970s (Vigdor and Glaeser 2012), levels remain high, as does the 
Black/white homeownership gap. Moreover, White/Hispanic residential segregation has not noticeably decreased 
over the same time period (Logan 2013). 
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“regime” that is interwoven with the market and the family. These regimes “mediate market 

inequities and allow households to partially de-couple, or de-commodify, their living standards 

from the market” (Bjorklund 2019:853). As a result, the welfare state is a style of market 

economy which embodies a system of stratification that emphasizes particular social 

arrangements and outcomes.  

The U.S. welfare state is classified as a “liberal welfare regime.” This is a regime 

characterized by delegitimated redistribution and regulation, decentralization, low-

decommodification, and an emphasis on means-testing. One way to empirically demonstrate this 

is with Jusko and Weisshaar’s (2019) poverty relief ratio. Their measure compares the average 

level of baseline support a household receives and the rate at which relief falls off with additional 

income. In comparison to its peers, the U.S. occupies its own category of low baseline support 

and fast relief falloff. Grusky, Mattingly and Varner (2016) argue that is not by accident. The 

U.S. welfare state is tailor-made for producing a pattern of bad social outcomes: 

“The U.S. tends to default to the presumption that grossly unequal market 

outcomes are the result of competitive processes, thus allowing rent-based 

outcomes at the top (e.g., excessive CEO pay) to flourish unchallenged. Likewise 

because market outcomes are viewed as the legitimate outcome of competitive 

processes, the U.S. is loath to engage in too much “market-distorting” and 

incentive destroying redistribution” (2016:8) 

While the U.S. welfare state is less effective than its peers regarding de-commodification and 

redistribution, that does not imply that it is unconditionally ineffectual, or that its impact is 

uniform. Taxes, transfers, and services do attenuate market inequalities and produce positive 

health outcomes. The expansion of the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) and the Supplemental 
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Nutritional Assistance Program (SNAP) have both greatly assisted working families. Similarly, 

the Children’s Health Insurance Program (CHIP) and the expansion of Medicaid eligibility under 

the Affordable Care Act have both provided much needed medical care to a larger share of 

working families. And at the cross-national level, Brady et al. (2010) find welfare generosity to 

be one of the largest determinants of working-poverty, an indication that welfare states can 

positively impact the catch-22 displayed in Figure 1. 

There is also significant sub-national variation in American social policy structure, 

administration, and effectiveness (Meyers et al. 2001; Newman and O’Brien 2011). The current 

“devolution revolution” in American politics appears to have expanded these sub-national 

differences (Soss et al. 2001). U.S. state governments currently offer a wide array of 

employment, family, and tax policies that shape the everyday lives of individuals. A non-trivial 

portion of this sub-national variation is clustered. Groups of states—linked by sectional 

interests/ideology and fashioned by historical balances of power—package and structure social 

welfare policies in ways that emphasize ideological and material outcomes (Bjorklund 2019). 

Understanding the role of the State, especially the sub-national state, is therefore imperative for 

understanding the contours and dynamics of inequality, opportunity, insecurity, and health in 

contemporary America.  

“Don’t call me sir, I work for a living”—Understanding the (white) Working-Class 

The American working class has been hit hard by rising inequality, stalled opportunity, 

and elevated insecurity. Focusing on the latter, research has detailed the ramifications of rising 

economic instability among the most likely to be affected: low-income and/or non-college 

educated persons of color and females (Shulman 2005; Newman and Chen 2007; Hays 2003; 

Edin and Lein 1997; Hollister 2011). These analyses illustrate how low-wage occupations 
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increasingly fail to provide stable employment, adequate wages, auxiliary benefits, and 

flexibility—particularly as it relates to parenting. Wilson (1996) complements this research, 

emphasizing post-industrial shifts in employment as a crucial factor behind the persistence of 

concentrated African American urban poverty. He also points out that a lack of employment 

and/or unstable employment not only leads to low incomes, but isolation from others in a 

community, and society as a whole. Social deterioration of communities and cultural components 

of concentrated poverty, like single parenthood, high crime, and so forth, emanate from this lack 

of employment and isolation, subsequently creating a feedback loop.  

Hacker (2008) demonstrates a similar story. He focuses on three pillars of economic 

stability—the workplace, the family, and public/private safety nets. His results highlight the 

decline of guaranteed pensions, increased layoffs, and evaporating health benefits for many 

American workers. These shifts in risk have destabilized families as a layoff has become 

devastating in an environment that increasingly requires a dual income to survive. Overall, 

Hacker asserts a general phenomenon of economic risk being increasingly placed on the 

shoulders of average American households. This has been driven by a cult of the individual, 

which he labels as a “Personal Responsibility Crusade.”  

At the micro level, Jennifer Silva (2012) articulates the difficult process of defining 

adulthood for working class youth in the face of economic instability. Her analysis details a set 

of individuals with a profound lack of connectedness to their community and major social 

institutions, extreme distrust in others, and a cold, de-humanized demeanor. For these young 

adults achieving “adulthood” in the traditional sense—getting married, having kids, landing a 

good job, and buying a home—has been redefined as a process of therapeutic selfhood in which 

adulthood is defined through individually overcoming a harrowing childhood, or family past.  
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The structural changes that have led to rising inequality, stalled opportunity, and elevated 

insecurity have strongly impacted the white working class (Cowie 2010). The white working 

class benefited tremendously from New Deal era policies (housing subsidies, the GI bill, the 

Wagner act) and the post-war economic boom. Living standards rose and economic security and 

opportunity increased. The macro-economic and institutional changes that reversed this era—de-

industrialization, de-unionization, globalization, and skill-biased technological change—have 

thus been felt hard by the white working class who traditionally dominated the labor movement 

and the well-paying industrial/manufacturing sector.3 Recent research (Chen 2015; Cherlin 2014; 

Murray 2012) has linked these structural changes to the current realities of the white working-

class. Since 1960, the white working class has become socially, spatially, and culturally 

separated from the upper-middle and upper classes. As a result, many emergent social trends, 

like falling marriage rates, rising single parenthood, declining religious and civic participation, 

sinking labor force participation are have become acute amongst the white working class.   

A non-trivial portion of working-class decline, regardless of race/ethnicity, has fallen on 

men. Since the 1970s men have, on average, experienced declining wages, drastic declines in 

labor force participation, decreasing absolute and relative educational attainment, and a slower 

increase in the college wage premium (Mishel et al. 2012). Comparing cohorts over time, they 

found that between 1973 and 2012 median income declined for prime working age men (25-54) 

by an average of 19.7 percent. Men aged 25-34 experienced the largest decline of 26.8 percent. 

In contrast, female median income increased by an average of 48.3 percent, with young women 

(25-34) witnessing a 36.8 increase.  Focusing on wages, one must go the 70th percentile of male 

                                                           
3 This did begin to change during the latter-half of the twentieth Century. The Wagner Act encouraged the 

diversification of union membership so that Blacks—mostly Black men—became a substantially larger share of the 
unionized population by the 1970s (Rosenfeld and Kleykamp 2012). At present, Blacks are more likely to be union 
members than whites. 
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wage earners to find growth in real hourly wages from 1979 to 2011, whereas only the bottom 10 

percent of female wage earners experienced a decline over the same period (Mishel et al. 2012, 

Tables 4.5 and 4.6).  

We observe further gender differences in the productivity/compensation gap among male 

and female private sector production/nonsupervisory workers—which is over 80 percent of 

payroll employment. For all workers, both average and median hourly compensation has become 

decoupled from productivity since 1973 (see Mishel et al. 2012, Fig. 4V). Disaggregated by 

gender, the cumulative percent change in median female compensation has roughly tracked 

overall average hourly compensation, which includes all workers, and has strongly outpaced 

overall median compensation. Alternately, the cumulative change in median male compensation 

is effectively zero (0.1 percent) and has lagged behind average and median compensation. 

Broken down by education, the median hourly wage for high school educated men declined by 

19.7 percent from 1979 to 2011, while it rose for high school educated women by 3.9 percent. 

Continuing with education, the rewards for having a college degree are frequently posited 

as a key factor increasing income inequality. The skilled/non-skilled wage gap and college wage 

premium has risen measurably since the 1970s, although the latter has leveled off in the last 20 

years. Beyond skill-biased technological change and globalization, the uniquely American 

phenomenon of falling educational attainment is posited as a modifying effect on the skilled/non-

skilled wage gap. To be clear, it is not that the number of people going to college or getting 

degrees has stalled; rather, it is that the percentage of people completing college and the rate at 

which people are graduating have stalled, especially among lower income households and men 

(Bailey and Dynarksy 2011; Hout and Janus 2011). As mentioned, college educated men (in 

comparison to college educated women) have experienced a noticeably smaller increase in real 
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hourly wages since 1979. Conversely, the wage effect of having a college degree, relative to a 

high school degree, has nearly doubled for men since 1973 (Mishel et al. 2012).4 Men have also 

experienced a much larger decline in relative educational attainment—defined as having more 

education than one’s father at age 25—relative to women in comparison to their mothers (Hout 

and Janus 2011) 

Men have also experienced declining job quality. Between 1979 and 2010 the percentage 

of “good jobs” as a share of total employment declined for men by 26 percent, while it increased 

for women by70 percent (Mishel et al 2012).5 At the low end of the distribution, there has been 

an increase in the percentage of men earning a poverty level wage, and being paid minimum 

wage or less, as opposed to a declines for women. De-industrialization, de-unionization, and 

weak educational attainment are often posited as core explanations these developments. Western 

and Rosenfeld (2011) assert that declining unionization accounts for about a fifth of the grown in 

male wage inequality, much more than education. For women the effect of unionization on 

female wage inequality is the same size as education. Evidence also suggests global trade has a 

small effect, perhaps confined to the last 10-20 years (Lawrence 2008; Spence and Hlatshwayo 

2011). 

Lastly, the Great Recession, which was post-industrialism’s coup de grâce on working 

households, was especially hard on men—e.g., The Great Recession is sometimes referred to as 

the “mancession” because most jobs that were lost belonged to men (Kalleberg and Von Wachter 

2017). The large job losses experience by men during the recession exacerbated pre-exsiting 

                                                           
4 Not surprisingly, women started off experiencing a higher effect of not having a college degree on wages 
compared to men. The point is that the magnitude of change has been pronounced for men, which further 
exacerbates the impact of other determinants of rising income inequality that mostly effect low-skill/low-income 
individuals, particularly men (de-unionization, de-industrialization, and stagnating educational attainment). 
5 “Good job” is defined here as jobs that “pay at least $18.50 per hour, employer-provided health insurance where 
the employer pays at least some of the premium, and an employer-sponsored pension plan, including 401(k) and 
similar defined-contribution plans” (Mishel et al. 2012:333, Figure 5F).  
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trends in declining male labor force participation. The previous business cycle (2000-2007) was 

notoriously sluggish for working households and failed to generate to the same increase in male 

prime working age (23-54) labor force attachment that occurred during the business cycles of the 

1980s and 1990s. As such, the massive job losses in construction, manufacturing and other male 

dominated occupations produced by the Great Recession led to the largest decline in male labor 

force attachment since the 1940s when men left to fight in World War II. In the subsequent 

business cycle (2009-2020), which was the longest expansion on record, male job growth 

noticeably outpaced women, however, the male prime age employment-to-population ratio never 

recovered, and at 86 percent in 2019 is at its lower point since 1960, being nine points lower than 

its peak of 95 percent in 1969. Part of this decline is Baby Boomers exiting prime employment 

years. An equal, if not larger, portion is falling demand for labor—a trend that has 

disproportionately impacted non-college educated men (Binder and Bound 2019). Moreover, the 

good jobs that are available/being created tend to require some level of college and/or are not 

located in the areas hit hardest by job losses like the industrial Midwest, Appalachia, and non-

coastal West. Faced with this, many prime-age men have become disillusioned and alienated, 

leading to them exit the labor force. 

In sum, the macro-economic and institutional changes since the 1970s have had a 

sweeping impact on those without a college degree, including white men. This statement is not 

meant to gloss over the fact that men at the top of the income distribution have fared incredibly 

well since 1970, while women at the bottom, especially single mothers, have suffered 

immensely. Likewise, it is important to note that occupational sex segregation and the gender 

wage gap are still real and formidable, as are many racial gaps, such as the racial wealth gap. The 

point is that rising inequality, stalled opportunity, and elevated insecurity reflect structural and 
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institutional changes that have reverberated throughout society, thereby impact even white 

working-class men. While this is not reversal of their dominant social position, it is nonetheless 

an non-trivial decline that has significant reverberations.  

“The future ain’t what it used to be”—Decline and the White Working-Class Male 

White working-class men have experienced an absolute and relative economic decline 

since the 1970s. In a way, this is a story of lagged effects. The “fire” that is rising inequality, 

stalled opportunity, and elevated insecurity has finally reached the mainstream of society. As 

things began to change in the 1970s groups that were already weakly integrated into labor 

markets and dominant society—non-whites and women—were some of the first groups to feel 

the burn and experience negative consequences. As time has progressed, and the problem has 

deepened and widened, more integrated/dominant groups—like white working-class men—have 

begun to experience similar declines and negative effects.   

It can be argued that for working-class non-whites and women, rising insecurity has 

represented the further erosion of an already precarious position. However, for white working-

class men, rising insecurity is a substantial reversal of conditions. This is a group that had 

previously enjoyed an unprecedented degree of economic stability throughout the 20th century 

(Leicht 2007). As a result, while white working-class men still occupy an advantageous social 

position, their economic position has declined relative to their fathers, educated white men, non-

whites, and women (Mishel et al. 2012). In comparison to women, men have, on average, 

experienced declining wages, shrinking median personal income, decreasing absolute and 

relative educational attainment, a slower rise in the college wage premium, and the greatest 

declines in labor force participation since the 1970s (Mishel et al. 2012). While these trends are 

less pronounced in relation to their non-white peers, there has also been relative socio-economic 
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advancement by non-white men and women over the last 40 years (Reardon 2011). Perhaps most 

important, the future looks bleak for these men. The dynamics of post-industrial labor markets—

specifically jobs that require advanced education and soft-skills—are features that working-class 

men did not possess 40 years ago and have not acquired over time. These men are, at best, 

treading water in an ocean of unstable work and earnings, stagnant income, more stress, 

inadequate education/skills, and flat-lined opportunity. 

“Is there a way to win? Well, there’s a way to lose more slowly”—Optimism and Race 

This nascent socio-economic context is arguably reflected in the bleak outlook currently 

held by many working-class whites, particularly older men. Shortly before the 2016 presidential 

election, PRRI/The Atlantic conducted a survey of white working-class adults as part of an 

ongoing series of surveys that began in 2011. Around 50 percent of respondents said the 

American Dream—that hard work means you will get ahead—was either never true, or was once 

true, but no longer anymore. Over two-thirds agree that the “economic system in this country 

unfairly favors the wealthy.” 55 percent say they are in fair or poor financial shape. They are also 

worried about what they perceive to be America’s tenuous future, with 55 percent agreeing that 

“today, America is in danger of losing its culture and identity.” 

Graham and Pinto (2018) augment these findings. They compare current and projected 

self-rated life satisfaction, optimism, and stress across race/ethnicity and class, controlling for 

gender and other demographic conditions. Their main result is that “poor Blacks are significantly 

more optimistic about their future life satisfaction and both less stressed and less worried than 

poor whites” (2018:671). Geography matters in two prominent ways. First, poor rural Blacks and 

whites are less optimistic than their poor urban counterparts; however, poor rural whites 

demonstrated the least optimism. Second, the racial geography of optimism mirrors recent and 
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historical economic and cultural forces. Non-whites in Southern states were the most optimistic. 

In contrast, the most optimistic states for whites were Alaska, Arizona, California, Delaware, 

Florida, and Hawaii. The least optimistic states were clustered in Appalachia and the Midwest. 

Finally, there is another curious complexity within their findings: 

“Blacks in general reported lower levels of satisfaction with their place of 

residence and lower levels of social support. This discrepancy suggests that the 

findings are not simply a ‘polyanna’ effect, but rather that Blacks are 

distinguishing between their circumstances and challenges today and where their 

future is going. Along these same lines, our results on anger are noteworthy. Poor 

Blacks and poor Hispanics are more likely to experience anger the previous day 

than are poor whites, even though they are more optimistic about the future at the 

same time” (2018:671).  

Poor whites are thus highly apprehensive about their current and future status. Whether these 

feelings of are “real” or “imaginary” is perhaps an ancillary issue—as per the Thomas Theorem, 

situations that are defined as real, become real in their consequences, which I explore 

momentarily. 

“Backed up against a wall”—The Reverberations of Insecurity  

In contrast then to their non-white and non-male peers, rising economic insecurity is a 

case of relative decline for white working-class men. As a result, it bears asking whether the 

ramifications will be different. There is reason to suspect that rising economic insecurity should 

generate a different set of responses among white working-class men compared to their non-

white and non-male peers. To elaborate, humans gauge their social position relative to others and 

past experiences. A discrepancy between what is expected and what is possible, or what has 
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occurred, generates feelings of dissonance, or what is termed relative deprivation in psychology 

and social psychology (Walker and Smith 2002). This dissonance can be especially acute when 

expectations remain constant, but capabilities decline (Gurr 1970). As such, loses, even if 

objectively small, can feel monumental and debilitating to the recipient. 

As mentioned, having unstable income is one such example of relative deprivation, 

especially if it is not expected/anticipated. Individuals, and in particular men, tend to alleviate 

dissonance felt by relative deprivation through impetuous and/or aggressive behaviors 

(Kahneman and Tversky 1979; Gurr 1970). In terms of economic insecurity, this might mean the 

rapid liquidation of one’s assets in order to recover from a substantial decline in income. It might 

also mean be self-abuse, or violent outbursts towards others (Gurr 1970). Looking at the case of 

white males, it is reasonable to suggest that these men have been socialized with a group specific 

“American Dream” derived both from their privileged social position, as well as the uniquely 

positive economic experience of their fathers and grandfathers. The increasing inability to 

“measure up” to this specific model of attainment should generate dissonance above-and-beyond 

their non-white and non-male peers.  

One possible outcome is that these men internalize their current existence and respond 

through self-imposed exile and consequently a rejection of broader society. This could range 

from the hyper-alienated behavior found by Silva (2012) to something more extreme, like living 

“off-the-grid.” Conversely, they may display a different variant of hyper-individualism, 

effectively “doubling down” on their support for the existing economic system, imposing sole 

responsibility on themselves, and others, for any economic difficulties. This would align with the 

tenants of American individualism and meritocracy, as well as with recent research on self-blame 

among struggling workers (Sharone 2013). Next, these men might socially compensate through 
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consumption, e.g.., buying “authentic” masculinity, or engagement with other social issues. For 

example, Carlson (2015) details how some working-class men use their ability to legally carry a 

concealed firearm as a means to transform their diminished role of (economic) “provider” into 

that of a “protector.” Alternatively, in line with Merton’s (1967) typology of deviance, these men 

might eschew non-institutional/traditional means and turn towards crime in order to achieve 

economic stability. Lastly, there is the outcome of deleterious health effects, which I explore in 

the subsequent section. 

“Nobody knows you when you down n’ out”—Instability, Isolation, and Deaths of Despair 

There is a relationship between economic stability and individual health (Fullerton et al. 

2020; Burgard et al. 2007). Likewise, there is an empirical association between isolation and 

depression (Cornwell and Waite 2009; Hall-Lande et al. 2007) and, in turn, poor-mental and 

behavioral health, namely suicide (Conner et al. 2007) and substance abuse (Volkow, Baler and 

Goldstein 2011). Moreover, the chronic stress that accompanies an insecure/precarious existence 

is a long-term physical and cognitive condition that is associated with a wide range of negative 

health behaviors: like poor diet. substance use, depression, anxiety, poor sleep patterns, 

cardiovascular disease, and gastrointestinal issues. Chronic stress operates like tunnel vision. A 

haze/fog that makes forward thinking, delayed gratification, and calculated decision making 

difficult. Of the consequences listed above, substance abuse and chronic stress generate a 

particularly nasty feedback loop. Since addiction fundamentally rewires the brain, addicts will 

routinely make poor choices despite visible and immediate consequences (Volkow et al. 2011). 

The physical and cognitive impact of this creates a scenario of self-loathing, hopelessness, and 

additional chronic stress, which feedbacks on to patterns of substance abuse. 
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Recent research has attempted to examine despair and health in a holistic manner. 

Perhaps most well-known is Case and Deaton (2015; 2017; 2020a). Case and Deaton argue that 

starting in the year 2000, mortality rates began to increase for middle age white men and women 

without college degrees, i.e., the working-class. In contrast, mortality continued to fall for whites 

with a college degree, and for Blacks and Hispanics irrespective of educational attainment. 

Furthermore, middle age mortality rates in other rich industrial nations continued to decline.6 

Case and Deaton argue that this increase in white working-class mortality is due to an increase in 

“deaths of despair”—deaths caused by suicide, drug and alcohol poisoning, and alcoholic related 

liver disease and cirrhosis. They conceptualized this combination of deaths as a form of suicide. 

As Angus Deaton explains, “We think of all of these deaths as suicides of a kind, and suicides 

respond more to prolonged economic conditions and to the associated social dysfunctions and 

loss of meaning in the interconnected worlds of work and family life” (Deaton 2017:2). Indeed, 

the theoretical connection between despair and self-harm is strong. Isolation and alienation erode 

the social control mechanisms that govern our behavior. The loss of connection and integration 

with can desensitize and dehumanize individuals, thus potentially leading to self-harm 

(Durkheim 1899). Furthermore, recent research has demonstrated an association between deaths 

of despair and feelings of worry and self-related current and future expected life satisfaction 

(Graham and Pinto 2018). 

Additional research has documented similarly rising death rates for younger white 

Americans (aged 25-44) since 2000, with steeper increases for those without college degree 

                                                           
6 There are two caveats. First, after 2013 deaths of despair began to increase for Blacks, driven primarily by 

overdose deaths. Second, Anglophone nations, particularly the United Kingdom, experienced an increase in deaths 
of despair starting in the 1990s, however, their overall rates are well below the U.S., which means that “no other 
country has seen parallel increases in all three kinds of deaths of despair, no are their rates of such deaths close to 
those in the United States” (Case and Deaton 2020b:94).  



40 

 

(Kolata and Cohen 2016). These rising death rates are also attributed to surges in deaths of 

despair as the reprinted New York Times graphic below demonstrates: 

 
The primary culprit for rising deaths of despair is drug overdoses, especially opiate related 

overdoses (Social Capital Project Report 2019). Heroin use has increased among white 

Americans since the 2000s (Hedegard et al. 2015). During the 1990s an prescription opioids—

Oxycontin, Vicodin, Percocet, and MS Contin—began to flood white communities, and many 

individuals turned to heroin in the late-2000s as prescription opioids became harder and more 

expensive to obtain and abuse. For context, during the heroin epidemic of the 1960s, 80 percent 

of heroin users reported started with heroin. In contrast, 75 percent of heroin users in the late-

2000s reported starting with prescription opioids (Cicero et al. 2014). As the numbers of white 

heroin users grew, so did the number of overdoses and the amount of heroin being smuggled into 
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the U.S. by Mexican cartels.7 The simultaneous proliferation of fentanyl in the 2010s further 

exacerbated the number of overdoses.8 

“The devil makes work for idle hands to do”—The Economics of Despair  

Given recent trends of increasing economic uncertainty/hardship, scholars, like Case and 

Deaton, have theorized a connection between socio-economic conditions, opiate use, alcoholism, 

and suicide. On the surface, there appears to be a connection. Economically distressed 

areas/regions like Appalachia, the Rust Belt, and rural New England have witnessed steep 

increases in opiate use, and deaths since the 2000s. Relatedly, low income non-Hispanic white 

males are at a particularly high risk for heroin use and overdose (CDC 2015). However, there is 

debate over the degree to which economic conditions, or the increased availability of prescription 

opioids, has fueled the increase in white heroin use and subsequently overdoses. Research has 

yet to flesh out whether these are competing or complimentary explanations. Likewise, it 

remains unclear whether the relationship between socio-economic conditions and deaths of 

despair is a lagged/cumulative process and whether economic shocks translate to immediate 

deaths. As mentioned earlier, Case and Deaton attribute deaths of despair to a long-term 

deterioration of the white working-class that began in the 1970s. This is tale of sluggish wages 

and fewer good jobs destabilizing core social institutions, like marriage and religion. This 

                                                           
7 Mexico cultivates, produces, and exports most of the heroin consumed in America (DEA 2016 Intelligence Report) 
https://ndews.umd.edu/sites/ndews.umd.edu/files/dea-2016-national-drug-price-purity-data.pdf 
8 Fentanyl is a synthetic opioid that is around 100 times stronger than morphine. While it has been around since the 

1960s its illicit use was localized until the 2000s when it began to appear more frequently on the street as a powerful 
and cheap method of enhancing the potency of heroin and thus boosting overall profit. Because fentanyl is synthetic, 
labs in other countries, particularly China, can easily produce fentanyl which can then be purchased on the dark web 
and used in illicit markets (Westoff 2019). This has driven down the monetary and opportunity cost of fentanyl and 
encouraged its widespread use. The reason why fentanyl generates more overdose deaths is that when using heroin, 
small increases in the amount and/or purity of a dose can be the line between life and death. For example, users tend 
to become accustomed to a certain purity range. If they unknowingly receive a dose that is five to ten percent more 
potent and thus inject the amount as they normally would, their odds of overdosing have greatly increased, and are 
substantially higher in comparison to an identical scenario with cocaine or methamphetamine.  
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reverberates and feedbacks throughout the entire community thus generating isolation, stress, 

and despair—the key ingredients for deaths of despair. Events like the Great Recession are more 

like gasoline on the fire than a proximate cause of rising deaths. As they elaborate: 

“(The recession) did not spark the epidemic of deaths among the U.S. working-

class…these deaths were rising long before the recession began and continued to 

rise smoothly and without pause after the recession ended in 2009. The real roots 

of the epidemic like in the long-term malaise that began around 1970, when 

economic growth in the United States slowed, inequality began to rise, younger 

workers realized that they would never do as well as their parents had done, and 

those without high-level skills fell further behind” (2020:96-97). 

Two recent studies have suggested a more immediate connection between economic conditions 

and deaths. Venkantaramani et al. (2020) tracks automobile plant closures in manufacturing 

counties and commuting zones primarily in the South and Midwest between 1999 and 2016. 

They find an 85 percent higher rate of opiate over deaths within five years of a plant closure 

compared to areas that did not experience a similar plant closure. The largest increases in opioid 

overdose deaths were among white men aged 18 to 34 years, and then then white men aged 35 to 

65 years.  

Similarly, Dean and Kimmel (2019) examine the association between opiate deaths and 

trade-related job losses over the same time period. Building off seminal work, like Bluestone and 

Harrison (1982) and Wilson (1996), the authors argue that industrial decline and subsequent 

joblessness is like throwing a rock in a lake—the effects ripple out to nearly every corner of the 

community. Tax bases shrink, de-investment occurs in education, infrastructure, and services, 

community organizations and networks wither away, marriage and family become inaccessible, 
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and crime and drugs seep in.9 Their analysis finds, on average, a 2.7 percent increase in opioid-

related deaths for every 1000 jobs lost to trade. Both pieces of research therefore suggest the 

potential complex temporal relationship between economic conditions, despair, and health.  

“The King eats first”—Despair, Frustration, and Politics 

The flip side of self-harm as a response to despair is projecting anger, frustration, and 

rage back towards society. This is a frequent response, especially among those who occupy 

dominant social positions. Assessment of one’s social position is influenced by expectations of 

distributive justice. Individuals evaluate the allocation of rewards, like income, using a socially 

constructed definition of “fairness” (Hegtvedt 2006). In other words, individuals tend to have an 

expectation of what value they should receive, which they then compare to what they received, 

i.e. the “just reward.” These definitions of “just” and “fair” are socially constructed, and most 

importantly, are influenced by privileged groups, who can define and distort norms of equity and 

need along the lines of status inequalities (Hegtvedt 2006; Eckhoff 1974; Cook and Hegtvedt 

1986). The “natural order” of distributive justice that subsequently emerges becomes embodied 

in social relations and institutions. When this status quo is challenged, whether economically, 

politically, or culturally, it tends to elicit a reactionary response from those in power (Ridgeway 

2014). Existing research corroborates this, demonstrating how white Americans, when they are 

(or perceive to be) threatened as a group, increase their support for reactionary political attitudes 

(Craig and Richeson 2014), engage in compensatory social behavior (Carlson 2015), impose 

draconian formal policy (Andrews and Seguin 2015) and participate in extralegal violence 

(Corzine, Creech, and Corzine 1993; McVeigh 2009). Periods of heightened resource scarcity, 

such as an economic recession, can amplify this (Snow et al. 1998).  

                                                           
9 See season two of The Wire for an excellent dramatic description.  
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When applied to white working-class men, it becomes apparent that recent advancements 

in racial equality have violated the status quo. Recent events, such as The Great Recession, the 

election of a Black president, Black Lives Matter, a percentage foreign born population nearly as 

high pre-1924 levels, are all disruptions of the status quo in some way. They violate what 

DuBois (1998 [1935]) called the “public and psychological wage” of whiteness.. These are the 

social and cultural advantages that even low-income whites are provided by default. It is 

therefore reasonable to theorize that feelings of group threat/injustice—acting in concert with 

relative deprivation—should be currently elevated among white working-class men. Likewise, 

the increased autonomy of women, and related movements like #metoo, challenge systems of 

paternalistic dominance that lie at the center of patriarchal systems of inequality (Massey 2007) 

and hegemonic masculine identity (Connell 1987). 

Additionally, as being members of the working class, these men are increasing socially 

isolated from friends, loved-ones, partners, and major social institutions such the 

family/marriage, religion, and the market (Silva 2012; Cherlin 2014; Wilcox et al. 2012; Murray 

2012). This can have disproportionate effects. For example, men experience more social and 

emotional support from marriage in comparison to both single women and married women 

(Waite and Gallaher 2000; Wilson and Oswald 2005). Furthermore, social isolation can generate 

feelings of alienation, thereby exacerbating feelings of relative deprivation and group threat. 

Various scholars have endeavored to analyze the relationship between economics, 

cultural change, feelings of despair/frustration and reactionary politics (Metzl 2019; Mutz 2018; 

Hochschild 2017; Cox et al. 2017; Chen 2015). The conversation reached a peak following the 

election of Donald Trump in 2016. Given his blatant appeals to a 1950s America (Make America 

Great Again), his use of Nixon/Reagan style rhetoric (“law and order”), his quasi-populist stance 
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on trade and globalization, and his anti-elite image, it was not surprising that he received strong 

white working-class support, especially from men  (Morgan and Lee 2018).. This is not to 

suggest that white working-class men flocked to the Republican Party beginning with the 2016 

election, indeed their exodus from the Democratic Party began during the 1970s and ratcheted up 

to a stampede during the Obama years (PEW 2016). While some of these men went to the 

Republican Party many of them became Independents or joined a smaller third party.  

A debate lingers whether these events were motivated by economic hardship or 

group/status threat. Trump’s racialized rhetoric, the resultant spread of white nationalism 

following his election, upticks in hate crimes, and the general proliferation of reactionary 

ideology has led some to argue that support for Trump was less about economic malaise and 

more about status threat and cultural displacement (Mutz 2018; Cox et al. 2017). Similar to the 

debate surrounding economics and deaths of despair, it remains unclear whether economic 

malaise and status threat are competing, or complimentary variables. What is economic is also 

often demographic given the inexorable connection between race and class (Bonacich 1972). It is 

thus difficult, and perhaps unsound, to assume a disconnection between economic anxieties and 

demographic/cultural anxieties. White anxiety over the present, and future, is shaped by 

generalized feelings of group threat and is simultaneously rooted in nearly fifty years of relative 

and absolute economic decline. The two feed off each other in a reinforcing manner. Mix in 

elevated levels of de-institutionalization and anti-institutionalism among white working-class 

men and women (Cox et al. 2017), and it is reasonable to theorize a potent cocktail of 

reactionary politics.  

Regardless of its cause, reactionary blowback from white working-class men is of 

substantive concern. In comparison to rights movements from non-dominant groups, this has a 
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stronger potential degree of efficacy because (1) white working men are not as socially 

marginalized as other groups; and (2) their reactionary message may be more able to cut across 

various other social cleavages, like class, thus further bolstering the efficacy of their revolt. 

White working-class men can ultimately frame their story as “real, honest, hardworking 

Americans” being “victimized” by the system. So far, other groups who have also struggled over 

the last 50 years have been unable to successfully utilize this style of messaging.  

Conclusion 

This chapter has laid out the broader context for the contemporary white working-class in 

America. It has discussed how major structural changes in the economy, government, and family 

have generated rising inequality, stalled opportunity, and elevated economic insecurity. 

Likewise, how these events have disproportionately impacted those without a college-degree (i.e. 

the working class) including the white working class. Next, I demonstrated how white working-

class males—an insulated group through much of the twentieth century—have been exposed to 

the “fire” that is our new age of inequality. Lastly, I detailed two potential consequences of his 

status decline and economic deterioration—deaths of despair and reactionary politics—both of 

which appear to uniquely impact the white working class, and in some cases, white working-

class men. In the following chapter I detail the data and methodological approach applied to 

these two phenomena. 
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Chapter 3—Data & Methods 

This chapter details the data and analytical strategy brought to bear on deaths of despair 

and reactionary politics—the two potential consequences of rising insecurity among white 

working-class adults. I will first describe the quantitative data and statistical procedures I use to 

examine deaths of despair in contemporary America. Next, I provide the context and justification 

for my in-depth interviews, which are used to shed light onto white reactionary politics in an age 

of insecurity. This will also include a discussion of sampling/recruitment strategy, analytical 

procedures, and difficulties encountered during the interviewing and analytical stages.  

QUANTITATIVE  

Data and Measurement 

My outcome of interest is “deaths of despair”, a term coined by Angus and Deaton (2015; 

2017; 2020a). The term comprises deaths by suicide, drug and alcohol poisoning, and alcoholic 

liver disease and cirrhosis. I replicate the operationalization used by Case and Deaton, meaning I 

use the same International Clarification of Diseases (ICD) codes and the same data source—the 

Centers for Disease Control (CDC) WONDER online database, Compressed Mortality File 

(1999-2016). ICD codes are an internationally recognized health classification system created 

and maintained by the World Health Organization (WHO). They permit a uniform accounting of 

heath patterns and statistics, including mortality and morbidity. Since 1994 ICD-10, or 10th 

revision, has been in use and since I am examining mortality rates after 1999, ICD-10 is the set 

of codes I use for this analysis. The codes used are as follows:10 

Suicide— X60-84, Y87.0 

                                                           
10 There is some debate over the most valid set of ICD-10 codes. A 2019 Joint Economic Committee report by the 
Social Capital Project assessing long-term trends in deaths of despair utilized an altered set of codes for categorizing 
alcohol and poisoning related deaths. They contend that their revised list better distinguishes alcohol from drug 
related fatalities and considers deaths from mental health disorders that are related to alcohol dependency.  
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Poisonings11— X40-45, Y10-15, Y45, Y47, and Y49 

Alcoholic liver disease and cirrhosis— K70, K73-74  

Following Case and Deaton, I combine the rates for each set of codes to create a total 

index of deaths of despair for all-ages, genders, and race/ethnicities. I then average this index 

over a five-year period to create an estimate of average age-adjusted deaths of despair per 

100,000 people within a county between 2012 and 2016.12 2016 is chosen as the end point since 

this is the most recent year of data available on my outcome as provided by the CDC WONDER 

database. A log-transformation is further applied to adjust for the positive skew of this 

distribution. Age-adjusted data is used because I am comparing counties that vary in age 

structure, and rates of nearly all deaths vary by age. Age adjustment attenuates the effect of age 

thus permitting a more reliable comparison of geographic areas with different underlying age 

structures. Similarly, adjusting deaths rates to per 100,000 people facilitates comparison across 

time between counties that vary tremendously in size. This is a common technique for various 

types of “rates” such as mortality, disease, and homicides/crime. Following existing protocol, I 

examine death rates over a selected “window” of years, in this case 2012 to 2016, to account for 

potential yearly aberrations in the data (Case and Deaton 2015; Haffajee et al. 2019).13 This 

strategy provides data on deaths of despair for 2819 of the 3141 applicable counties in my 

analysis (about 90 percent).  

                                                           
11“Poisonings are accidental and intent-undetermined deaths from alcohol poisoning and overdoses of prescription 
and illegal drugs” (Case and Deaton 2015:15082).  
12 Age-adjusted using 2000 U.S. standard population via CDC Wonder Database. 
13 I use a five-year window as opposed to a more common three-year window because of the CDC’s protocol 
regarding “suppressed values.” Data from geographic areas with less than ten deaths are suppressed in order to 
protect confidentiality. Given the number of small counties in the U.S., using a five-year window provided 
substantially more counties than a three-year window, thus minimizing the amount of overall missing data in my 
analysis.  
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The 322 missing counties from my data set have a median population of 3,011 residents, 

which is well below the 2010 national county median population of 25,743 residents. Put 

differently, ranked by population size, these 322 counties are roughly in the bottom five percent 

of all U.S. counties. Population size is therefore a major determinant of data absence. As a result, 

small, sparsely populated/low-density counties in the West, like many of those found in Alaska, 

Colorado, and Montana are generally too small to have ten or more deaths of despair within the 

given time frame. Data absence is also a partial function of the spatial and demographic 

characteristics of deaths of despair. Because this phenomenon tends to be clustered among white 

populations, many heavily non-white counties in the South and West are excluded. That being 

said, the states with the most absent counties (North Dakota—60 percent, Nebraska—55 percent, 

South Dakota—43 percent, Kansas—31 percent) are in the plains/Midwest region, and despite 

having larger populations than their Western counterparts and large white non-Hispanic 

populations, do not have enough reported deaths of despair to warrant inclusion by the CDC. 

There are at least two possibilities for this. First, it reflects lackluster data reporting within these 

counties and states, however, one would expect this problem to be worse in low density Western 

counties. Second, it suggests the regional and socio-economic dynamics behind deaths of 

despair. 

Determinants 

The determinants for this analysis are chosen and designed to ascertain the association 

deaths of despair, economic insecurity, and race/class position, in this case being white working-

class. Tables 1 and 2 provide descriptive statistics. The variables used are derived from the 2007-

2011 American Community Survey (ACS), unless noted otherwise. Started in 2005, the ACS is 

an annual survey conducted by the U.S. Census. Since inception it has become one of the best 
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sources for demographic and socio-economic data on a variety of geographies. While the ACS 

collects county level data in its one-year survey, this data is limited in that it only applies to 

counties with populations larger than 65,000 people—which is only about three percent of all 

counties in the United States. Due to this limitation, and the fact that my outcome of interest 

tends to occur in small-to-medium population areas, it is logical to use the five-year ACS which 

provides the most reliable data on all counties in the United States.  

Each wave of the five-year ACS provides a “period estimate” for a given time window. 

For shorthand purposes, I conceptualize the information provided by the ACS as a mid-point 

estimate, meaning that I think of the 2007-2011 ACS as providing an approximate estimate for 

2009.  For cross-data comparability, the counties the counties present in the 2007-2011 ACS are 

matched those present in the 2012-2016 window in which my outcome. This results in five mis-

matched counties that are dropped from the analysis, listed here as county name (FIPS code): 

Prince of Wales-Outer Ketchikan Census Area, AK (02201), Skagway-Hoonah-Angoon Census 

Area, AK (02232),  Wrangell-Petersburg Census Area, AK (02280), Bedford, VA (51515), and 

Cliffton Forge, VA (51560).14 

Focal predictor variables 

My first focal predictor variable is white working-class. As described earlier, extant 

research demonstrates that the increase in deaths of despair since 2000 has been concentrated 

among white non-Hispanics, particularly white non-Hispanics without a four-year college 

degree. Also, as aforementioned, possessing a four-year college degree is often operationalized 

as a socio-economic boundary between the working and middle class. To that effect, I 

operationalize “white working class” as the percent of white non-Hispanic individuals aged 25 

                                                           
14 Washington D.C. is also dropped for comparison reasons. 
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years and older without a four-year college degree.15 In other words, what percentage of a 

county’s relevant white population is working-class. My choice to use whites 25 and older (as 

opposed to total population 25 and older) is because research suggests there is a combinatorial 

effect of being white and working-class (Case and Deaton 2015; 2017; 2020a). Put differently, 

while white is associated with higher odds of experiencing deaths of despair, this appears to be 

elevated for whites who do not possess a four-year college degree. Thus I contend that the more 

valid measure is what percentage of a county’s white population is working class, as opposed to 

what percentage of the overall population is white working-class.16 There is an additional debate 

whether this should be further refined to only white working-class men. Gelman and Auerbach 

(2016) illustrate that rising deaths of despair is a phenomenon beleaguering white working-class 

men and women, so for this analysis I primarily examine the white working-class as a whole, 

although I do briefly use percent white working-class male for illustrative/comparative purposes 

as detailed in the following chapter.17  

My second focal predictor variable is precarity, intended to gauge the impact of 

economic precarity/insecurity on deaths of despair. This is an additive index consisting of eight 

z-score transformed indicators (alpha 0.83).18 An index is used because there is substantial 

covariance between indicators such that separate estimation would generate issues of multi-

collinearity and inaccurate model estimation. Furthermore, economic precarity/insecurity is a 

multi-characteristic phenomenon. This conceptualization of insecurity is akin to Sampson, 

                                                           
15 The denominator (25 years and older) is the standard way in which the Census measures educational attainment of 

a population. I carried this over to my measurement of white working-class to maintain continuity.  
16 To state this even another way, using existing theory and research I am posit that it is not the size, but rather they 
characteristics of a county’s white population that should be associated with deaths of despair.   
17 Like white working-class, percent white working-class male is the percentage of a county’s total white population 
aged 25 and older that is male and does not possess a four-year college degree. Appendix A contains a scatterplot of 
white working-class and (logged) deaths of despair, along with an addition scatterplot with white working-class as a 
percentage of total population. 
18 Indicators are z-score transformed to maximize comparability since there is wide variation in scale and range. 
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Raudenbush, and Earls’ (1997) concentrated disadvantage index. Similar to their understanding 

of concentrated disadvantage, I theorize that communities experience precarity as a set of over-

lapping, mutually reinforcing conditions that shape individual and collective well-being. This 

idea is reflected in the decision to use precarity to define the index. It bears noting that I am 

using precarity is a slightly different manner than other scholars. For example, Nau and Soener 

(2019:526) note that “having a predictably variable income is not the same thing as suffering an 

income loss from unemployment, illness, or family disruption.” Consequently, they distinguish 

between insecurity and precarity, defining the latter as “downward changes in a family’s income 

and income stream” (2019:526). I am using precarity another way, understanding it as occupying 

a precarious economic position, whether immediate or potential. This allows me to account for 

areas that are experiencing hardship, as well as contain the conditions that generate economic 

insecurity and hardship, like large numbers of working-poor individuals, rent burdened 

households, individuals without and health insurance, and so forth.  

It is tenuous to assume these counties are “communities” in the same way it is 

questionable to assume census tracts resemble “neighborhoods.” I have consciously avoided 

using the term communities for this reason. To be sure, given the small size of most counties in 

the U.S.—in terms of population and geographic area—it is reasonable to theorize that in “small 

town” and/or rural America the average individual’s engagement with, knowledge of, and 

attachment to, their county is greater than their urban peers in large cities. Nonetheless, this is 

not an assumption underlying precarity. I understand my unit of analysis to be geographic areas 

characterized by precarious socio-economic conditions.19   

                                                           
19 Like the difficulties of using Census tracts, it is problematic to assume social containment across geo-political 
lines. Put differently, precarity can extend beyond county lines, and given the frequent demographic clustering of 
counties, it would be reasonable to assume that precarity could operate as a combination of multiple contiguous 
counties. This is a worthwhile point and a limitation of my analysis.  
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Using theoretical and substantive knowledge, I utilize the following seven indicators for 

precarity. Each indicator is measured as a percentage and is derived from the ACS, unless 

otherwise noted. Table 1 provides summary statistics for each indicator: 

1. Unemployed— Unemployment rate for civilian population in labor force 16 years and 

over. Job loss is a primary cause of economic insecurity (Western et al. 2012) so higher 

rates of unemployment should be associated with elevated precarity. Furthermore, 

unemployment is strongly associated with mental and physical health outcomes, 

especially for men (Wilson and Walker 1993). 

2. Poor— Percent of persons with incomes below federal poverty level (FPL). Poverty, 

unemployment, and subsequently economic insecurity are related in manner such that 

higher levels of poverty should be associated with more precarity. 

3. Near poor— Percent of persons with an income between 100 to 133 percent of the 

poverty line. This approximates “working poor” and reflects individuals who are likely 

employed but occupy a precarious position in the labor market.  

4. Rent burdened— Percent of households that spend 30 percent or more of their income on 

rent. This is determined using gross rent as a percentage of household income for renter-

occupied housing units. The “30 percent or more” baseline is a longstanding federal 

government indicator of housing availability and affordability. Inadequate housing and 

excessive housing costs put a heightened economic burden on households, making it 

more difficult to save and to financially weather economic shocks, such as 

unemployment or illness/injury. Inadequate housing also negatively shapes health 

outcomes (Kreiger and Higgins 2002). Housing costs are therefore one of the most 

pressing financial issues for lower-incomes households (Larrimore and Scheutz 2017). 
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My focus on renter-occupied housing units is because households making less than 

$50,000/year make up the majority of renter households, the total percentage of renter 

households has grown substantially in size since the early-2000s, and the number of rent-

burdened households has increased (Joint Center for Housing Studies of Harvard 

University 2020).  

5. Uninsured— Percentage of the population under age 65 without health insurance. Not 

having health insurance is a critical roadblock for accessing timely, affordable, and 

adequate health care in America. Concurrently, health issues and their related costs that 

accompany a lack of health insurance play an outsized role in the lives of lower income 

households, who are more likely to be uninsured, thus making insurance a meaningful 

indicator of economic insecurity (Hacker et al. 2013; Western et al. 2012).  Source: 

Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, County Health Facts. 

6. SNAP— Percent of households receiving SNAP. Higher caseloads should suggest 

elevated experience of economic and subsequently nutritional precarity for poor and 

working-poor households.  

7. SSI— Percent of households with Supplemental Security Income (SSI). SSI is a federal 

means-tested program for children and adults who are aged, disabled, or blind. Research 

demonstrates that SSI participation is a non-trivial function of local economic conditions, 

such as levels of unemployment or resource shocks like decline in coal prices, suggesting 

that higher SSI participation is an indicator of economic precarity (Black, Daniel, and 

Sanders 2002; Nichols, Schmidt, and Sevak 2017). 

It bears re-iterating that the last two items in my index are percentages of total households with 

SSI or SNAP income. These are caseload approximations and thus usage/participation variables. 
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I have included them in my index because while policy administration can affect 

usage/participation, there are equally as important confounding variables such as economic 

conditions and demographics. The effect of these confounding variables should be truer at the 

county level since state’s set policy standards and rules. As such, these two county level policies 

that I use in my precarity index are usage variables that more strongly reflect local economic and 

demographic conditions, which makes them conceptually similar to the other variables in the 

index. Table’s 1 and 2 present summary statistics and correlations for my indicators.  

TABLE 1.  Precarity Indicators—Summary Statistics, 2007-2011   

Variable N Mean  Standard 

Deviation 

Min Max 

Unemployed (%) 3141 8.13 3.54 0 28.1 

Poor (%) 3141 15.85 6.42 0 53.5 

Near Poor (%) 3141 10.9 3.3 0 29.6 

Rent Burdened (%) 3141 38.26 10.12 0 66.7 

Uninsured (%) 3139 18.4 5.81 3.3 42.8 

SNAP (%) 3141 11.9 6.11 0 50.9 

SSI (%) 3141 4.95 2.78 0 25.3 

 

 

TABLE 2.  Precarity Indicators—Correlation Matrix  
 

Unemployed Poor Near 

Poor 
Rent 

Burdened  
Uninsured  SNAP SSI 

Unemployed 1 
      

Poor  0.5758 1 
     

Near Poor  0.3359 0.5882 1 
    

Rent Burdened  0.3783 0.1541 -0.1264 1 
   

Uninsured 0.1581 0.4538 0.483 -0.2006 1 
  

SNAP 0.6511 0.8008 0.5682 0.1597 0.293 1 
 

SSI 0.5291 0.7086 0.5346 0.118 0.2512 0.7899 1 
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County-Level Covariates 

I also include several potentially confounding variables meant to asses alternative and/or 

competing explanations for my outcome. As per demographic covariates, the following are 

included—all measured as percentages: white non-Hispanic, male, no college, rural, divorced, 

one-person household, over-65 years old, veteran, and American Indian/Alaska Native.20 Higher 

percentages of each variable should be associated with more deaths. Tables 3 and 4 provides 

summary statistics and correlations for these variables. Divorce is often a major economic and 

social shock that is associated with high-risk health behaviors and self-harm, especially among 

men (Kposowa 2003). Rural areas tend to have elevated rates of poverty, joblessness, and social 

isolation and are thus associated with higher suicide rates and elevated rates of alcohol and 

substance abuse (National Advisory Committee on Rural Health and Human Services 2017). 

Similarly, higher percentages of single households should be associated with deaths of despair. 

This could be a larger factor than in the past as the white working class has become more 

socially isolated over the last several generations (Murray 2012). Veteran status has a 

longstanding association with self-harm and self-destructive behavior, as does being American 

Indian/Alaska Native (AI/AN). In fact, compared other racial/ethnic groups, AI/AN’s have the 

highest rates of suicide (Leavitt et al. 2018) and substance use disorders (Dickerson et al. 2011). 

Several other non-Demographic covariates are included. First, region—specifically West 

and Appalachia.21 West, as defined according the U.S. Census, is included as it has a 

longstanding association with suicide and substance abuse. Much like ruralness, the isolation and 

                                                           
20 All measured as percentages of total county population, except for the following: no four-year college degree as a 
percentage of individuals 25 years and older, divorced as a percentage of individuals 15 and older, one-person 
households as percent of occupied housing units, and veteran as percent of civilian population 18 years and older.  
21 The other four Census regions (South, Midwest, and Northeast) were analyzed in separate analyses, but did not 
yield meaningful results. 
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economic precarity of the West generates favorable conditions for deaths of despair. 

Appalachian is tougher to concretely define but is an important covariate to consider. The region 

contains some of the poorest counties in America, and some of the most entrenched multi-

generational poverty. It has experienced substantial economic restructuring in the wake of de-

industrialization, post-industrialism, and globalization. And perhaps most importantly, it is 

arguably where the current opiate epidemic began. The prescription opioids that emerged in large 

numbers during the 1990s/2000s were initially prescribed in large quantities to economically 

distressed communities in West Virginia and Kentucky (hence the early moniker for OxyContin 

“hillbilly heroin”). As a region then, Appalachia has long suffered from poor health outcomes, 

including deaths of despair, and this appears to have gotten worse since 2000. Indeed, many of 

the counties in my analysis with the highest deaths of despair are in Appalachia. As mentioned, 

the “boundaries” of Appalachia are unclear and contested, so for this analysis I use the 428 

counties identified as “Appalachian” by the Appalachian Regional Commission. 

Another covariate I use is opiates, measured as retail (non-hospital) opioid prescriptions 

per 100 persons. This is a valuable measure produced by the CDC that approximates the 

availability of prescription opiates in a county. The upsurge in availability of prescription opiates 

since the 1990s—OxyContin, Percocet, Vicodin, and MS Contin—is argued to be a crucial factor 

behind the current opiate/heroin crisis. Moreover, the bulk of these prescriptions were given to 

whites, partially due to stereotypes about Black criminality and susceptibility to pain (Santoro 

and Santoro 2018). Some have therefore argued that the increased availability of prescription 

opiates—which ultimately helped fueled demand for heroin during the 2010s—is the principal 

cause behind increasing deaths of despair since 2000 because drug overdoses have risen more 

steeply than suicides and alcohol related deaths. It bears noting that the CDC is unable to obtain 
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opioid prescription data for every county. For the year used in this analysis, 2009, there are 385 

counties without prescription data.  

A final covariate is Gini, measured as household income Gini coefficient, to account for 

the possibility that deaths are related to patterns of economic inequality. The Gini coefficient is a 

measure of income, or wealth, distribution within a population that is commonly used to gauge 

economic inequality. More precisely, the Gini coefficient describes the degree to which the real 

distribution of income/wealth deviates from a perfectly equal distribution. In this sense it is the 

numerical articulation of the Lorenz Curve. 

The Gini coefficient is an important confounding variable to consider as the association 

between income inequality and health is a popular, yet contentious, debate among health scholars 

(Beckfield 2004; Kondo et al. 2009; Rambotti 2015). Proponents of this argument assert that 

higher levels of income inequality generate more status anxiety and/or less generalized trust and 

social cohesion. Both increase chronic stress and/or feelings of anomie and thus lead to poor 

health outcomes at the individual and group level.  

State level variables 

The variables used here are intended to measure the state-level policy context in which 

counties reside. I operationalize this using various social policies that states exercise meaningful 

administrative control over. It is important to take policy into consideration because policy can 

have a strong impact on the experience of poverty, economic insecurity, and inequality which in 

turn shapes population health outcomes generally (Beckfield et al. 2015) as well as specific 

outcomes, such as chronic health conditions (Anderson, Bjorklund, and Rambotti 2018) and 

suicide (Rambotti 2020). The federalist U.S. system provides states a high degree of autonomy 

over social welfare programs and wage policies and there is subsequently a wide variation in 
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benefit levels, eligibility requirements, time limits, and other program attributes across U.S. 

states and regions, that can, and often do, cluster in meaningful ways (Meyers et al. 2001). 

As a point of clarification, I conceptualize the state-level policy characteristics used here 

to be qualitatively different that the two county-level policy variables used in my precarity index 

(percentage of households with SSI income and SNAP income). As mentioned, these county-

level measures are effectively caseload approximations, or “usage” rates, which is not the same 

as policy coverage/inclusiveness (a policy characteristic). Put differently, policy 

coverage/inclusiveness assesses what share of an eligible population receives a policy. Since this 

can be affected by administrative decisions and procedures, coverage/inclusiveness is an 

important policy characteristic (Meyers et al. 2001). However, the denominators for the county-

level policy variables used in my precarity index are total households in a county, not the eligible 

population(s) for each respective policy. This is an important distinction because economic 

conditions and demographics play a pivotal role in shaping number of cases. This should be truer 

at the county level since state’s set the standards/guidelines/characteristics. As a result, I contend 

that the two county-level policy variables used in my index are usage variables that more 

strongly reflect local economic and demographic conditions, which makes them conceptually 

similar to the other variables in the index and is further reflected in their high correlations with 

the other variables in the indices. 

I focus on six state-level social policies, each selected for their ability to theoretically 

shape the experience of county-level precarity, and for their malleability—i.e., degree to which 

state-level governments and actors can control the administration and contours of a policy. I also 

focus on program characteristics and performance, like benefits levels, as opposed to expenditure 

levels. This is in line with existing research (Esping-Andersen 1990; Soss et al. 2001; Meyers et 
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al.2001) which have demonstrated the elevated capacity of policy characteristics to distinguish 

variation between governments—at both the cross-national and sub-national level (Bjorklund 

2019). 

Each of the selected policies below are measured at 2016 levels, and monetary values are 

adjusted for state-level costs using regional price parities. Table 4 provides summary statistics: 

1. Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC): Whether a state has a supplemental EITC program, 

measured as yes = 1, no = 0. These are programs meant to augment the federal EITC, 

which is a refundable tax credit designed to subsidize employment, particularly among 

lower-income households with children. The EITC has historically received bi-partisan 

support is arguably one of the most effective anti-poverty programs in the U.S. safety net 

(Kneebone 2009). Since the 1980s, states have enacted supplemental EITC programs, 

many of which also refundable, that are sized according to a determined percentage of the 

federal credit. Source: Center for Budget and Policy Priorities. 

2. Minimum wage: Ratio of a state’s minimum wage to federal minimum wage. States can 

choose to set their minimum wage at or above the federal minimum. Five states 

(Alabama, Louisiana, Mississippi, South Carolina, and Tennessee) have not formally 

adopted a state minimum wage. In this case, they effectively adhere to the federal 

minimum wage. Higher minimum wages tend to be associated with better health 

behaviors and overall better population health (Leigh, Leigh, and Du 2019). Source: 

Department of Labor 

3. Unemployment Insurance (UI): Maximum monthly unemployment insurance benefit. 

States have significant discretion on the administration of their unemployment insurance, 

which is an important wage-based social policy. As such, higher rates should ideally 
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buffer the negative social and health consequences of job loss. Source: Department of 

Labor. 

4. Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF): Maximum monthly TANF benefit for 

a family of three (one parent, two kids). As one of the most visible cash-in-hand welfare 

policies in America, TANF is a historical lighting rod for political debate, and 

subsequently state-level discretion following the 1996 welfare reform act. Since TANF 

provides cash support, it is an important tool of household stabilization in the face of 

economic precarity. Source: University of Kentucky Center for Poverty Research, 

National Welfare Data. 

5. Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP): Average monthly SNAP benefit per 

household. SNAP is the largest federal nutritional program and a cornerstone of the 

modern American safety net. As an in-kind transfer, SNAP bolsters the nutritional 

stability of households and thus reduces the stress that tends to accompany economic 

precarity. Source: University of Kentucky Center for Poverty Research, National Welfare 

Data 

6. Medicaid:22 Whether a state opted into the Medicaid expansion program, measured 1 = 

yes, 0 = no. Medicaid eligibility was extended under the ACA to most individuals with 

incomes at, or below, 138 percent of the federal poverty line. This was done to expand 

health care coverage for poor and working-class Americans. A 2012 Supreme Court 

Ruling allowed states to opt of this provision and states began implementing the 

expansion in 2014. By the end of 2016, 29 of the 48 contiguous states had expanded 

coverage, with the vast majority (25 states) having opted in during the first year of 

                                                           
22 An alternative measure—state Medicaid income threshold for a non-working parent as a percentage of the federal 
poverty line (FPL) for a family of three—was also used. This did not produce different empirical results.   
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expansion. Because access to health insurance is intimately tied to health care access, 

areas having low health insurance coverage should have worse health outcomes. Source: 

Kaiser Family Foundation, State Health Facts.  

TABLE 3.  Descriptive Statistics: County Level Variables, 2007-2011 

Variable N Mean  Standard 

Deviation 

Min Max 

Deaths of Despair (ln, per 

100,000) 

2819 3.72 0.349 2.33 5.55 

Precarity Index 3139 0.0005 0.67 -2.00 2.59 

White Working-Class (%) 3141 78.59 9.93 18.4 95.6 

White Working-Class Men (%) 3141 38.48 5.66 8.5 63.1 

White non-Hispanic (%) 3141 78.47 19.75 1.3 100 

No College (%) 3141 80.74 8.70 28 95.8 

Male (%) 3141 49.97 2.37 43.1 75.8 

Gini Coefficient 3141 0.433 0.036 0.2 0.67 

Opiates (per 100 individuals) 2756 87.82 47.66 0.5 474.7 

Divorced (%) 3141 11.1 2.34 1.5 28.2 

One-Person Households (%) 3141 27.16 4.55 9.9 78.3 

Rural (%) 3141 59.55 31.53 0 100 

Over-65 (%) 3141 15.73 4.26 0 42.2 

Veteran (%) 3141 11.24 2.84 0 27.8 

American Indian/Alaska Native 

(%) 

3141 1.74 7.33 0 95.02 

West (0=no; 1=yes) 3141 0.142 0.35 0 1 

Appalachia (0=no; 1=yes) 3141 0.136 0.34 0 1 

 

Source: American Community Survey, five-year estimates, 2007-2011 

 
TABLE 4.  Descriptive Statistics: State Level Variables, 2016  

Variable N Mean  Standard 

Deviation 

Min Max 

EITC (0=no; 1=yes) 48 0.52 0.5 0 1 

State Minimum Wage/Federal 48 1.1 0.15 0.71 1.38 

Unemployment Insurance ($) 48 478.35 142.22 250 1005 

TANF ($) 48 444.12 142.51 197 696 

SNAP ($) 48 127.4 10.5 98 145 

Medicaid Expansion (0=no; 

1=yes) 

48 0.604 0.49 0 1 
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TABLE 5.  All Variables—Correlation Matrix  
 

             

Deaths of DespairPrecarity White Working-Class White Working-Class MenWhite non-HispanicNo CollegeMale Gini Opiates Divorced One-Person HouseholdRural Over-65 Veteran Native West AppalachiaEITC Minimum WageUnemploymentTANF SNAP Medicaid

Deaths of Despair 1

Precarity 0.2691 1

White Working-Class 0.2765 0.3578 1  

White Working-Class Men 0.241 0.3326 0.9551 1

White non-Hispanic 0.1303 -0.4494 0.2902 0.2674 1

No College 0.2701 0.5153 0.9462 0.9129 0.0363 1

Male 0.0091 -0.0132 0.1418 0.3444 0.0252 0.1518 1

Gini 0.0457 0.5223 -0.2297 -0.2452 -0.4225 -0.0987 -0.1518 1

Opiates 0.3837 0.3025 0.1698 0.0734 0.0974 0.15 -0.1841 0.2392 1

Divorced 0.4511 0.3457 0.3411 0.334 0.1022 0.3345 0.0932 0.0748 0.3538 1

One-Person Household 0.089 0.1421 -0.0573 -0.0558 0.0154 -0.0387 -0.0845 0.385 0.1456 0.2462 1

Rural 0.1228 0.1867 0.5866 0.6301 0.3143 0.5485 0.2092 -0.1256 -0.1266 0.113 -0.0189 1

Over-65 0.2196 0.0103 0.3748 0.3119 0.3731 0.3172 -0.0714 -0.0033 0.0584 0.2169 0.39 0.4272 1

Veteran 0.2279 -0.1775 0.1977 0.1942 0.2933 0.1086 0.0879 -0.307 0.0061 0.3199 0.0518 0.1551 0.4567 1

Native 0.2677 0.0994 0.0119 0.0405 -0.2009 0.0568 0.0393 0.0332 -0.0947 0.0082 0.0046 0.1034 -0.0288 0.0229 1

West 0.2281 -0.0134 -0.1981 -0.1406 -0.1173 -0.1654 0.1752 -0.0571 -0.0469 0.0904 -0.0485 -0.118 -0.0729 0.1386 0.1932 1

Appalachia 0.2324 0.2071 0.2311 0.1865 0.2355 0.1924 -0.0667 0.1013 0.3096 0.1005 0.032 0.1889 0.0837 -0.0921 -0.0853 -0.1697 1

EITC -0.152 -0.3518 -0.1575 -0.1343 0.1538 -0.2059 0.0189 -0.2379 -0.1818 -0.1354 0.0778 -0.1238 0.0393 -0.0061 0.003 -0.0008 -0.2477 1

Minimum Wage -0.0158 -0.1672 -0.148 -0.1173 0.1417 -0.1916 0.0683 -0.0897 -0.1181 -0.06 0.0871 -0.1097 0.1175 0.0818 0.0403 0.2572 -0.1259 0.3999 1

Unemployment -0.0019 -0.3377 -0.0742 -0.0574 0.2449 -0.1363 0.0403 -0.1908 -0.1789 -0.1238 0.0618 -0.0797 0.0716 0.0217 0.0696 0.1119 -0.1061 0.3139 0.332 1

TANF -0.0901 -0.4463 -0.2298 -0.1713 0.2437 -0.3033 0.1097 -0.2849 -0.2772 -0.2242 0.0993 -0.1155 0.0659 0.0966 0.1031 0.3165 -0.1868 0.5455 0.5105 0.3856 1

SNAP 0.1242 0.3501 0.2691 0.2316 -0.0203 0.2813 -0.0889 0.1856 0.241 0.2587 0.0126 0.1331 -0.0676 -0.0796 -0.0061 -0.2181 0.1963 -0.3051 -0.3794 -0.3464 -0.4984 1

Medicaid 0.0414 -0.1462 -0.0149 0.007 0.2504 -0.0755 0.032 -0.1078 -0.0508 -0.0047 0.0817 -0.0539 0.0449 -0.0218 0.0189 0.2011 -0.0064 0.3992 0.5237 0.4931 0.3775 -0.1309 1



64 

 

Modeling 

This analysis focuses on the relationship between demographic and economic 

characteristics and deaths of despair. The analytic structure is divided broadly into two sections. 

The first section examines county-level deaths of despair in relation to county-level 

characteristics, described in further detail below. The second section assess the moderating 

impact of safety net policies on county-level deaths, while controlling for county-level 

characteristics.   

Both sections use multi-level modeling to estimate parameters. Multi-level modeling, 

such as hierarchical linear models (HLM), is a standard technique applied to “nested” data, 

where one level of analysis is nested within another (Raudenbush and Bryk 2002). The two 

common examples are time nested in individuals, and individuals nested in context—such as a 

school. In both instances, a lower level (level one) is contained with a higher level (level two). 

Nesting can also occur in other contexts, like organizations nested in markets, or, in this case, 

counties nested in states. It is important to account for nested, or hierarchically structured data, 

because this condition violates the assumptions of ordinary least squares (OLS) regression. First, 

observations are not independent identically distributed (IID) meaning there is dependence 

among observations from the same level two variable and thus a high likelihood of 

autocorrelation. Second, the assumption of homoskedasticity (i.e., constant variance) is often 

violated because error variance will vary according to the second level. Both problems produce 

faulty OLS estimates.  

In the U.S. federalist system, counties are enclosed within larger geo-political units—i.e., 

states meaning there should be a non-trivial variation in deaths between states. Indeed, the 

interclass class correlation (ICC) of my unconditional model is 12.5. This means that 12.5 

percent of the total variation in deaths of despair is between states—a non-trivial percentage that 
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should be taken into consideration. The clustering of counties by states should also violate the 

assumptions of OLS. Accounting for this clustering will permit the accurate estimation of state-

level effects and addresses potential endogeneity issues in my county-to-county level analyses.23 

Moreover, it will permit a more intuitive and meaningful comparison of estimates across each 

analytical section. 

Given that my outcome is measured at a later year than my determinants, and my 

predictors and outcome have changed since the early-2000s, it would seem reasonable to use a 

longitudinal model. There are several reasons why I have decided against this. First, the Census 

advises against using overlapping iterations of their multi-year ACS data sets. The Census issues 

a version of its five-year ACS every year by adding the following year to a new period estimate, 

so that there is 2005-2009 ACS, followed by a 2006-2010 ACS, and so on. The differences 

between these two data sets are driven by the non-overlapping year, and because of the difficulty 

in isolating this effect, the Census recommends not using overlapping ACS data. Second, I only 

have access to two non-overlapping five-year ACS data sets for my outcome. While two waves 

can, and have, been used for longitudinal modeling, it is a fragile longitudinal design susceptible 

to several questions, such as whether the observed change can be effectively separated from 

measurement error (Polyhart and Ward 2011; Polyhart and MacKenzie 2015). Future data 

availability from the Census and CDC will rectify this, but that will not be approximately until 

2021.  

A few additional analytical decisions require clarification. Listwise deletion is used to 

address missing data. Recall that “missing” in the context of my outcome means that the CDC 

                                                           
23 Because I am analyzing contiguous geographic units there is the potential issue of correlated standard errors. In 
my county-to-county models, I account for this by specifying state as a level two variable, which clusters, and 
subsequently adjusts, county standard errors in the model.  
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has suppressed this data for confidentiality reasons. There is one determinant with missing data 

(uninsured) and counties with data missing on this variable are dropped. Finally, counties that 

reside in Alaska and Hawaii are dropped to facilitate the inclusion of state-level policy variables 

and comparability across analytical sections. It is common practice in U.S. sub-national policy 

analysis to exclude Alaska and Hawaii because they have separate definitions of poverty, which 

makes inter-state policy comparison difficult. 

Section 1—County-to-County Analysis  

The first section of my analysis examines the relationship between county-level 

characteristics and county-level deaths of despair. It contains a series of models are estimated 

where determinants are first evaluated separately to observe their unique association with the 

outcome, and then finally evaluated together in a full model. As indicated earlier, HLM 

modeling is used for this section despite no level 2 covariates in order to formally account for 

geographic clustering (counties within states) and to have comparable results with section 2.24 

The aforementioned controls are included in all models.   

Section 2—Multi-level Policy Characteristics Analysis  

A series of HLM models are also estimated and compared for this section. The variables 

present in the full model from section 1 are included in each model estimated in section 2 in 

order to assess the impact of state-level characteristics condition upon county-level deaths, while 

controlling for county-level conditions. I also estimate cross-level interactions for each of my six 

policies to asses the moderating impact of policy on deaths of despair.  

 

 

                                                           
24 Put differently, I am estimating HLM models with no level 2 covariates, however, I do specify the state a county 

resides in as a clustering variable which subsequently adjusts the standard errors for each model. 
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QUALITITATIVE  

To better understand the political and social ramifications of economic instability among 

white working-class men, I collected 30 semi-structured, in-depth interviews during the summer 

of 215 in Arizona, specifically in the “quad cities” area of Yavapai County (Prescott, Prescott 

Valley, Chino Valley, and Dewey-Humboldt). The city of Prescott was the primary focus given 

its economic primacy in the region, however respondents that live in the generalized area were 

eligible for recruitment.  

 I utilize a qualitative approach to explore the topic of white working-class politics 

because I am interested in how my respondents understand the world around them and if, and 

how, this shapes their political ideology, philosophy, and attitudes. Surveys are historically 

limited in their ability to address the complexities and processes within such an interpretive 

centered inquiry. Political scholars have noted this, arguing that while surveys have provided 

valuable information about white working-class politics, there remains a need for in-

depth/intensive analysis regarding how and why white working-class individuals build/structure 

their political attitudes (Brady, Sosnaud, and Frenk 2009). Recent research has begun to expertly 

address this (Hochschild 2017; Prasad, Hoffman, and Bezila 2016; Cramer 2016). My decision to 

utilize in-depth interviews to explore white working-class politics is thus addressing the call for 

more intensive analysis of white working-class politics in addition to building on a growing body 

of similarly structured research. Finally, by adopting a mixed method design I can shed light 

onto my broad topic of interest (white working-class reactions to contemporary America) 

through different frames. Put differently, political backlash and deaths of despair do not have to 

occur separate from one another. Geographic areas can experience both simultaneously, and 

individuals can experience both over the life course. As a result, I contend that a mixed method 
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design is a constructive framework for investigating connections between my outcomes. Among 

other things, it permits the articulation of processes and mechanisms that link economic 

precarity, race/class/gender, and responses/outcomes. Moreover, even if the processes underlying 

one outcome end up being different from another, this is nonetheless informative as it 

demonstrates the need for additional theorization and/or analysis. In the following section I 

describe my interview setting and why it is an optimal setting for understanding white working-

class politics in contemporary America.  

Setting 

Arizona was selected for its substantive and theoretical relevance to my outcome (white 

reactionary policies) and my factors of interest (economics and race/class/gender). First, since 

the 1980s, economic insecurity in Arizona—defined as a 25 percent or greater decline over the 

previous two years—has mirrored the national average and has not been exceptionally above, or 

below, the experience of other states (ESI Report 2012). Second, Arizona is in the Sunbelt and 

the West. Recent social changes combined with the economic relevance, political dominance, 

and cultural legacy of this region means it is a valuable location from which to evaluate the 

political and social ramifications of white economic insecurity. Unfortunately, extant research on 

the American working-class has generally avoided this area, focusing instead on the South 

(Bageant 2008; Vance 2016; Hochschild 2017; Metzel 2019) and the Midwest/Rust Belt (Silva 

2012; Carlson 2015; Chen 2015; Cramer 2016). This does not invalidate such research; however, 

it does suggest a “blind spot” in our understanding. 

To elaborate, millions of people have flocked to the Sunbelt since World War II, making 

it a primary center of U.S. economic and demographic growth. As a result it has emerged as a 

location of (white) socio-economic mobility—especially following the decline of the Rust Belt. 
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Subsequently, the region has come to dominate American politics and culture. Among other 

things, the New Right, which spawned Reaganism and continues to shape the Republican Party, 

began in the suburbs of 1960s Orange County, California (McGirr 2001).  

Similarly, the theoretical and substantial relevance of the West cannot be overstated. The 

West has come to define the American collective consciousness and is one of the most powerful 

international images of America. The West symbolizes adventure, danger, fame, fortune, and 

boundless opportunity. It is the place where Americans have come to escape, but more 

importantly to re-define themselves—to prove that there are “second acts” in America.   

The mythology and romanticism of the West pervades American culture. It is a region 

with its own film and literary genre, its own fashion, its own sport, and its own music. The 

impact is extensive. American (white) masculinity loudly echoes the idealized characteristics of 

many Western “characters”—the lawman, the cowboy, the frontiersman, and the pioneer. These 

men are tough, stoic, stalwart, resourceful, heroic, not afraid to go against the grain, and perhaps 

above all, moral. Conspicuously missing in this character description is the presence of society. 

This is purposeful. These are solitary men who rise or fall based solely on their own accord. The 

outside world—i.e., society—is derided as corrupt, cowardly, and inept.  

These individualistic beliefs also define the broader self-imagery and political history of 

the West. The West has a deep-seated history of elite animosity, hyper-individualism, 

vigilantism, and institutional distrust that has come to define its libertarian strand of 

conservatism (McGirr 2001). Perhaps ironically, this narrative, and its resultant political 

ideology, stands in stark contrast to the indispensable role of the Federal government in Western 

history. The fundamental pieces of Western development—Native American removal, railroads, 

mining, energy projects like the Hoover Dam, post-war defense industries and installations, the 
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interstate highway system—were not possible without Federal government spending/subsidies 

and organizational might. Moreover, the open “untouched” environment that defines the Western 

aesthetic owes greatly to Federal intervention, like the creation of National Parks, National 

Forests, and the Bureau of Land Management. It is this inherent contradiction/tension that 

complicates political attitudes and behaviors in the West.   

Arizona unequivocally embodies the real, and imagined, qualities and features of the 

West. As the last admitted state in the contiguous U.S., the frontier aura permeates Arizonan 

politics and culture. As a relatively forgotten sector of El Norte, the Spanish did not 

institutionally develop Arizona in the same way as New Mexico—e.g., Santa Fe was the political 

hub of the region. Likewise, Arizona failed to have the same immediate economic pull as 

California following U.S. annexation in 1848. As such, Arizona remained a relatively 

undeveloped and sparsely populated area well into the 20th century. What economic development 

that did occur (mining, agriculture, ranching, and eventually aerospace/defense) was intimately 

linked to Federal government support and organization.   

The political balance of power and ideological tone in Arizona reflects this history. Non-

whites have failed to exercise the same degree of political influence as they have in neighboring 

states like New Mexico.25 This has produced a relatively uncontested white elite, at least at the 

state-level. Perhaps illustrative of this, Prescott, not Tucson was chosen as the original territorial 

capital, despite the latter being the only urbanized area prior to U.S. annexation.26 The brand of 

libertarian, “Frontier Conservatism” that emerged in Arizona politics has had far-reaching 

                                                           
25 Part of this is Spanish institutional development and political centrality. Equally as important is the size of 
political strength of non-whites. New Mexico has historically had some of the largest percentages of Native 
Americans and Hispanics (at present 11 percent Native American and 49 percent Hispanic). This—in combination 
with the political embeddedness of Hispanos (those of Spanish descent)—has meant that the historic balance of 
power, and ideological tone, in New Mexico has looked markedly different than that in Arizona.  
26 Tucson temporarily obtained the title, but it was moved back to Prescott before being awarded to Phoenix. 



71 

 

impact.  For instance, while the New Right may have developed organizationally from the 

suburbs of Southern California, the ideological underpinnings and packaging came largely from 

Arizona—in particular Barry Goldwater. His brand of ardent libertarian-conservatism ignited 

conservative mobilization in the 1960s, laid the groundwork for Nixon, and eventually helped 

generate Reaganism.27  

There also resides a legacy of separatism and vigilantism within Arizona’s brand of 

Frontier Conservatism. Arizona is a large geographic area that has been sparsely populated for 

much of its history. For example, while only 10.2 percent of Arizona’s population was classified 

as rural in 2010, the density of that rural population was very low (5.8 ppl/sq. mile).28 In contrast, 

a similarly populated state like Tennessee is 33.6 percent rural, but its rural density is 55.6 

ppl/sq. mile. Or consider Texas, a “classic” Western state. 15.3 percent of Texas’ population is 

rural, but the density is 15.2 ppl/sq. mile—nearly triple that of Arizona. To be sure, low rural 

density is not a unique feature of Arizona, however, this feature (low rural density) stands out in 

comparison to its non-coastal Western peers since Arizona has a substantially larger overall 

population due to the recent population growth of its urban areas. 

The combination of large tracts of difficult to access land, a sparse population 

distribution, and a legacy of lawlessness and violence has generated a culture of self-protection 

and vigilantism in Arizona. Firearms are a staple component of this culture, as is suspicion of 

authority. An unintended corollary has been a fertile environment for paramilitary/militia groups 

and fringe right-wing ideologies, like Arizona Border Recon, The Three Percenters, Oath 

                                                           
27 This is not to downplay the influence of George Wallace on the “Southern Strategy.” It is to say that Goldwater’s 
staunch anti-tax and anti-communist rhetoric, along with his religious zeal, made him an appealing figure to white 
suburbanites in the West during the 1960s. Put differently, Goldwater was “state’s rights” but with a “moral” 
underpinning (read: more freedom/liberty, less overtly racial).    
28 National average for states was 19.1 percent and the median state-level rural density of 29.05 ppl/sq. mile 
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Keepers, and Sovereign Citizens. These very same features and attitudes have also facilitated 

separatist movements, like Mormon Fundamentalist sects.      

The rapid pace change in Arizona since the 1970s has magnified and exacerbated many 

of these historical features I have mentioned. Total population in Arizona has doubled every 

twenty years since 1980, while Phoenix has nearly tripled in size over the same time period. 

Maricopa County (where Phoenix is located) is now the fourth largest county by population in 

the U.S. and will likely surpass Cook County, Illinois in size within the next decade. A notable 

percentage of this growth stemmed from individuals migrating from California and the Midwest. 

A large number of these individuals are older, which has pushed up the elderly population. 

However, the key factor in Arizona’s population growth is from non-whites. The Hispanic 

population in Arizona has more than doubled since 1980, currently making Hispanics slightly 

over 30 percent of the total population in Arizona. This has put Arizona on track to become 

majority-minority by 2030.  

Shifting demographics and the urban clustering of incoming residents has altered the 

economic, political, and cultural landscape of Arizona, which has been met with resistance, 

despite the fact that industries such as construction, real estate, and tourism—all reliant on 

population growth and travel—have become integral parts of Arizona’s economy. This 

juxtaposition between aversion to change, fear of losing power, and the economic necessity of 

outsiders has generated a fascinating variant of isolationism often targeted at perceived 

incompatibility between sending states and Arizona. California is the most common example. 

California is generally framed as the anti-thesis of Arizonan “culture” as it has big cities, liberal 

politics, a stronger centralized state, and a “permissive” moral code. Resistance has also taken a 

racialized tone. As in other states, such as California, the process of shifting toward majority-
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minority has generated reactionary backlash. In Arizona this took the form of certain policies, 

like Prop 200 in 2004 (similar to California’s Prop 187) and SB1070 in 2010, as well as 

xenophobic paramilitary groups, like Arizona Border Recon.  

Until recently, the comparatively slow political and cultural shift in Arizona had 

attenuated the scope of this backlash. At face value, this is strange considering that Arizona has 

an extremely low rural density combined with a massive urban center (Phoenix). A sudden influx 

of people with different political ideologies should generate a stark urban/rural divide in political 

power and thus potential for rapid change. This did not occur to the expected degree because of 

the size/dominance and demographics of the Phoenix urban area, and subsequently Maricopa 

County. As of 2010, the Phoenix metropolitan statistical area (MSA) contains 66 percent of 

Arizona’s total population. As a result, the political might of Phoenix eclipses the combined 

effects of Tucson and Flagstaff—two reliably liberal cities. This might not mean much except for 

the fact that Phoenix and Maricopa County have been historically Republican, which has 

subsequently kept Arizona largely in the Republican column. In fact, of the top-ten U.S. counties 

(by population), Maricopa County was the only one to vote for Donald Trump in 2016.29 That 

being said, his win percentage in the county, and state overall, was below 50 percent—

uncharacteristically low for a Republican nominee—which highlights that Arizona has 

potentially become a battleground state. This reality—the political “purpling” of Arizona—is 

largely due to the “browning” of the state, which has fueled further reactionary pushback.  

The city of Prescott encapsulates the historical context of, and recent developments 

within, Arizona. As the first territorial capital of Arizona, Prescott has been a political and 

                                                           
29 It bears noting that prior to 2016, Orange County, CA had voted Republican in every presidential election since 

1936.  
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cultural epicenter of Arizona.30 It is where Barry Goldwater kicked off his 1964 presidential 

campaign and where John McCain ended his 2008 presidential campaign. It is Arizona’s 

Christmas city, houses Arizona’s oldest still-operating restaurant/bar, puts on Prescott Frontier 

Days featuring the “World’s Oldest Rodeo” every fourth of July, and is steeped in quintessential 

Wild West history: Whiskey Row, temporary residence of the Earp brothers and Doc Holiday, 

and the home of Bucky O’Neil—an esteemed member of Teddy Roosevelt’s Roughriders.  

The Prescott quad cities area also provides a theoretically interesting set of demographics 

and social context. As a visualization, Table 4 presents demographics for the city of Prescott, 

Prescott Census County Division (CCD), Yavapai County, and Arizona. The Prescott CCD is a 

near approximation to the “quad cities” area, which is why it is included in the table.31  

The Prescott area has witnessed significant population growth, much of which is from 

California. The quad-cities area is currently larger than Flagstaff and Yuma, yet the city itself has 

maintained a small town feel in both size and character. The quad-cities area still possesses a 

large “blue collar” population and a wide range of “traditional” working-class male occupations 

(mining, construction, manufacturing, and wildland firefighting). A notable portion of this work 

is tied to the firearms and defense industries—Ruger manufacturing, Davidson’s wholesale 

firearms distribution, and Guidance helicopter school. Relatedly, as documented below in Table 

6, Prescott has a large veteran population due to its Veteran’s Administration hospital.  

 

 

                                                           
30 Tucson has a longer history, but this history is distinctly Spanish, and then Mexican. This sets it apart from 

Prescott, which was found in 1864 by explorers, and settled by white miners, ranchers, and military forces. 
31As per the 2010 U.S. Census, the Prescott CCD contains the following geographies: Baghdad CDP, Chino Valley 
town (part), Dewey-Humboldt town (part), Paulden CDP, Prescott city (part), Prescott Valley town (part), and 
Williamson CDP. This is used as opposed to Prescott Metropolitan Area because the U.S. Census classifies the 
entirety of Yavapai County as the Prescott Metropolitan Area.  
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Table 6. Interview Locale Demographics  
Prescott 

(City) 

Prescott  

(CCD) 

Yavapai 

County 

Arizona 

Total Population 41,468 125,574 220,972 6,828,065 

Median Age   56.6 51.1 52.2 37.4 

Over 65 Years (%) 35.5 28.5 28.9 16.4 

Sex Ratio (Male/Female) 95.0 95.6 95.7 98.4 

Dating Market1 108.0 111.0 106 104.7 

White Non-Hispanic (%) 92.1 85.5 85.7 55.7 

College (Bachelors) Degree (%) 38.1 27.1 25.0 27.7 

White Working-Class (%)2 43.5 57.1 60.4 66.1 

White Working-Class Men (%) 80.2 86.3 87.3 82.9 

Foreign Born (%) 5.1 6 6.4 13.4 

Foreign Born Not U.S. Citizen 

(%) 

1.2 2.9 3.3 7.8 

Veteran (%) 17.2 15.3 14.3 9.4 

Blue Collar (%)3 13.9 23.8 21.9 26.2 

Blue Collar (male, %) 29.7 42.5 42.6 36.6 

Median Household Income 

(2017 $) 

50,812 50,288 53,523 53,278 

Per Capita Income (2017 $) 31,649 28,062 27,504 27,648 

White Male Earnings (2017 $)4 45,013 45,243 44,313 52.665 

Unemployment (%) 7.7 6.3 7.3 6.9 

White Unemployment (%) 6.9 6.1 6.8 5.6 

Gini Index  0.45 0.44 0.44 0.47 

Income Share (Top-5 percent) 20.7 21.2 20.6 22.5 

Poor (%) 13.9 13.9 14.7 17.4 

White Poverty (%) 12.7 13.3 13.9 11 

Struggling (%)5 16.2 20 20.6 20 

Rent Burdened (%)6  48.6 44.6 45.6 44.9 

No Health Insurance (%) 7.0 10.7 11.3 10.8 
1 Male/female sex ratio for ages 18-44 
2 White non-Hispanics individuals 25 and older without a four-year college degree (as a percent of all white non-
Hispanic individuals 25 and older)   
3 Percent employed in the following industries: construction, manufacturing, wholesale trade, transportation and 
warehousing and utilities, and agriculture, forestry, fishing and hunting, and mining  
4 Median yearly earnings for those working full-time 
5 Struggling is defined here as having in income 1.00 to 1.99 times the FPL  
6 Percent of renter-occupied housing units spending 30 percent or more of their income on rent 
Source: U.S. Census, 2013-2017 American Community Survey, 5-year estimates; 2015 ACS 1-year estimates for 
state of Arizona 

 
Several other features from Table 6 are worth nothing. The median age is noticeably 

higher than average for Arizona, and this helps skew the overall sex ratio towards more females. 

Yet the “dating/marriage” market (individuals 18-44) is heavily skewed towards males. In 



76 

 

comparison, the ratios for Coconino, Maricopa and Pima counties are 97.3, 102.5, and 103.8. 

The Prescott area has also maintained a large white majority, despite the larger demographic 

shifts in the state.32 The ethnic background is heavily German, Irish, British and 

Nordic/Scandinavian. Lastly, the area does not stand out in terms of economic precarity, except 

in the categories of white unemployment and poverty. This highlights the dual labor market 

nature in the area, where there are a select number of stable, well-paying jobs (even for those 

without college degrees) alongside a host of insecure, low-paying jobs.  

As in other parts of Arizona, growth and change in Prescott has sparked pushback in the 

community. “Not Cal” shirts and “Don’t California My Arizona” stickers have become prevalent 

(See Appendix B). Growth wary development politics, like the “Save the Dells” movement, has 

emerged. Zoning restrictions were quickly implemented to curb the development and 

proliferation of rehab clinics. Nativist groups like the Minutemen staged protests where they 

would take over areas used by undocumented workers to obtain work. And numerous 

paramilitary and militia organizations and chapters have appeared. 

The features of Arizona—being a Western-Sunbelt state, being a place of white post-war 

social mobility, experiencing rapid growth and cultural change, having a conservative, even 

reactionary, political legacy—make it an appropriate and intriguing case from which to delve 

into the politics of white economic insecurity. The West and American masculinity provides an 

additional layer of depth to my analysis of white working-class men. Prescott perhaps best 

captures this essence while providing a theoretically rich context from which to understand my 

topic.  

 

                                                           
32 Prescott resides in Yavapai County which has the largest percentage of white non-Hispanics of any county in 

Arizona. 
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Research Design 

I use in-depth interviews in order to illuminate and evaluate interpretations surrounding 

economic insecurity, as well as infer about potential behavior (Lamont and Swidler 2014; 

Lamont et al. 2014). I use exploratory interviews, as opposed to a structured closed-answer 

survey due to nature and intricacy of my research question and theoretical model. I am 

attempting to uncover the feelings, motives, and interpretations of events and phenomenon 

occurring at multiple levels in order to elaborate upon general quantitative trends in economic 

insecurity and evaluate mechanisms within my theoretical model. This can be difficult to 

effectively capture via closed-answer surveys.  

Participant observation was included as an auxiliary component to my interviews. This 

was conducted simultaneously with my interviews and focused on embedding myself within 

theoretically relevant sub-groups, such as service workers, trade and manual laborers, and law 

enforcement. This was facilitated by personal contacts within each industry. My intention was to 

provide corroboration of my interviews, better observation of behavior, and potentially flesh out 

sub-group variation. Through my efforts I was drawn into some of these networks and associated 

with several sub-groups at various functions and organizations. This helped legitimate me within 

each group, thus facilitating new interviews outside of my immediate social circle. Likewise, it 

provided some insight into the differences between what my respondents said and what they did. 

My analytical population is native born, white non-Hispanic men, aged 25 to 35 that do 

not possess a Bachelor’s degree and work in trade and service occupations—i.e. the working 

class. My decision to focus on men is due to their elevated potential for response, and for their 

potentially unique and varied set of responses. This includes 1) a legacy of white reactionary 

politics, particularly among white males; 2) recent trends of de-institutionalization—declining 
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rates marriage, religious identification, political identification, and decreasing labor force 

participation); 3) and the potential race/class/gender constellation of relative deprivation and 

group threat. 

The selected age (25-35) is consistent with similar studies on the economic standing of 

working-class youth (Silva 2012). In addition, it is reasonable to speculate that feelings of 

relative deprivation and group threat are heightened amongst younger men given recent class 

specific trends and broader social events. Lastly, by the age of 25 it is fair to say that most 

individuals have completed any training or post-secondary education and/or have spent enough 

time in the labor force to develop a better sense of their economic standing and expectations, 

including their expectations vis-à-vis their parents.  

Regarding my conceptualization of social class, I align my understanding of working-

class with extant research on the working class (Silva 2012; Murray 2012). As such, I 

conceptualize social class as the combination of occupation and education. This does not mean I 

ignore the salience of income, as it operates as an important factor in my analysis; rather, it 

means that I conceptualize occupation and education as providing a more valid and qualitatively 

rich classification of social class in this context.  

I define working class educationally as having less than a Bachelor’s degree, and 

occupationally as currently holding, or have primary held, either  “blue collar”/manual labor 

occupations (manufacturing, mechanic, repair technician), or a low-skill service/care/tech jobs, 

like clerical work, nursing, legal workers, or low-level government workers. This classification is 

at the individual level, as opposed to household, meaning that a respondent’s partner might have 

a Bachelor’s degree; likewise, I am not putting emphasis on father’s class background, although 

this is of concern. I describe how I account for these complications in subsequent sections.  
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One benefit of how I operationalization working class is that it branches out from prior 

literature by including low-skilled service/care/tech occupations (like health care aid, 

technicians, and legal workers) and allowing for college experience education as long as it did 

not results in a four-year degree. This was done to accommodate the realities of a post-industrial 

economy, such as the “proletarization” of the white-collar labor force (Braverman 1974). It also 

allows me to touch on potential labor market competition across gender, especially in light of the 

gender college completion gap, something of interest considering that many of these new jobs 

require some type of formal certification, sometimes even a two-year college degree.  

Research Design Rationale 

In-depth interviewing is uniquely suited for this project. First, there is a dearth of 

secondary data on my precise topic. To be sure, Hacker (2013) has conducted economic 

insecurity surveys at the population level that examined psychological consequences of 

insecurity. This is ultimately inadequate for my analysis as it does not allow me to disaggregate 

down to white working class men, nor does not effectively touch on all the social and political 

outcomes I am interested in; likewise, given that it is a closed-answer survey, it is limited in its 

ability to reveal the intricate processes by which feelings of deprivation, threat, and isolation are 

interpreted and translated into attitudes and motivation.  

Second, the processes by which individuals socially evaluative themselves is a crucial 

link between broad patterns of inequality and interpersonal relations and individual attitudes and 

behavior (Lamont 2000; Ridgeway 2014). Put differently, these evaluations help create attitudes, 

which motivate behavior and shape interaction, thus reinforcing, or changing systems of 

stratification. This is a complex process that can be difficult to capture via close-answered 

surveys (Lamont et al. 2014; 2010).  In contrast, in-depth interviews are well suited to address 
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these processes. While describing these processes is not identical to observing behavior, my 

interviews will speak to the potential for behavior by explicating how these men interpret their 

social position vis-à-vis others, and how this influences their perceptions of deprivation, threat, 

and isolation. Moreover, as mentioned, I will be simultaneously conducting a participant 

observation in each locale during my interviews, which among other things, will provide the 

opportunity to observe behavior.  

Sampling Strategy 

Respondents were sampled in two ways. First, I used chain referrals from personal 

contacts in specific industries in (manufacturing, restaurants, retail sales, law enforcement, etc.) 

and contacts generated through my participant observations in these different social contexts. 

Once I gained access to each industry, I used snowball sampling, i.e. chain referrals, to gain 

further respondents. To limit the degree to which my respondents came from my own personal 

networks, I asked respondents to refer individuals who, under their best estimation, I would not 

know intimately. 

The decision to focus on occupation stems from the fact that it can be argued that young 

white working-class men can be a “hard-to-find” population. Since I am focusing on men aged 

25 and older without college degrees, it is not sensible to focus my sampling efforts at colleges 

or universities. Likewise, given recent declines in civic engagement, particularly among those 

with less education (Putnam 1995; Wilcox et al. 2012; Murray 2012), it is unlikely that these 

men will be found in large numbers at churches or civic and fraternal organizations. Occupation, 

in contrast, is a consistent and reliable source of respondents that allows me to capture a wider 

variation of skills, opportunities, and backgrounds.   
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One concern is that my selection process might overlook men who are unemployed, in 

school, in the military, or disabled. In this sense, I might be observing a more fortunate set of 

respondents within my target demographic. There is some validity to this concern. None of the 

men I interviewed were unemployed at the time of their interview.33 Moreover, a non-trivial 

portion were employed in jobs that provided a steady livable wage for the area they lived in 

($15+/hour). However, this does not invalidate my analysis. A common selection choice 

throughout extant research on working-class whites has been to select respondents who are 

“down n’ out’, i.e., struggling and/or marginalized (Silva 2012; Chen 2015; Hochschild 2017). 

Similarly, this research tends to focus on areas/places that are particularly bleak. This is a 

reasonable methodological choice given existing theories of group threat and reactionary politics 

among dominant social groups and it provides insightful analysis and generates valuable 

theories.  

In contrast, my sample illuminates the other end of the spectrum, thus providing a more 

comprehensive understanding of white working-class men and their relationship with 

contemporary American politics. Put differently, my sample is interrogating the dynamics of 

reactionary politics among the more counter-intuitive segment of this sub-population. This 

strengthens our substantive knowledge of the topic, as well our theoretical understanding of 

reactionary politics.  

My decision to explore reactionary politics among more well-off individuals aligns with 

existing research on white political attitudes and behavior. Lisa McGirr (2001) describes how the 

reactionary revolution within the Republican Party that birthed Reaganism emanated from 

professionals in the middle-class suburbs of Orange County, California—an area of tremendous 

                                                           
33Three were doing school in addition to employment. Five had previously been in the military.    
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growth and opportunity following the second World War. In a more recent example, McVeigh et 

al. (2014) argue that college graduates were more likely to support the Tea Party, particularly 

those living in counties with high educational segregation. While I am not sampling a middle-

class demographic, I am nonetheless over-sampling the more well-off portion of my target 

demographic, and what the research mentioned above suggests, is that reactionary politics and 

political movements often stem from individuals and groups that are doing comparatively well.  

Sample Description 

My sampling design generated 30 in-depth, semi-structured interviews between May and 

August of 2015. My time frame, 2015, is informative and methodologically valuable because I 

am capturing these men’s attitudes prior to the election of Trump, and at a peak of status/group 

unrest—Obama had been re-elected, Black Lives Matter was emerging, and #metoo was in its 

early stages. Each interview ranged from 1.5 to 2.5 hours in length. Approximately eight 

potential respondents declined to be interviewed. There was no meaningful occupational 

clustering to these eight individuals. All 30 respondents were white non-Hispanic men aged 25-

35 that were born in the United States and currently lived in the Prescott “quad cities” area.34 As 

mentioned, there were all employed during the time of their interview. Only two respondents 

were born in Prescott, although the majority were born in Arizona. This is not uncommon as 

Arizona has experienced a large influx of people since the 1990s. Educationally, a handful had 

briefly attended college but dropped out, two had used their GI Bill to attend the local helicopter 

flight instructor school, one was in the process of becoming a flight warrant officer, and one 

respondent was in the process of obtaining an Associates of Applied Science in Radiologic 

Technology. My respondent also occupied a wide range of social arrangements. Six were 

                                                           
34 Race/ethnicity was self-identified. I did not inquire about sexual orientation or identity 
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married, or cohabitating, with kids. Two worked and lived in drug rehabilitation shelters. The 

rest lived alone, with a girlfriend or wife, or with roommates. Only two owned a home during the 

time of their interview, although several mentioned being in the process of looking for a home.  

Their occupations encompass a wide range of work: law enforcement, firefighter, 

bartender, server, sales representative, helicopter pilot/instructor, video editing, construction, 

private military security contractor, auto mechanic, radiologist technician, groundskeeper, 

manufacturing, surveyor, and accountant. None had been with their current job since the start of 

their working career. A large number had previously worked construction at some level (dry 

wall, roofing, general contracting, loader/heavy machine operator). Others had previously been 

employed doing wildland “hot shot” firefighting, working at the copper mine, stocking 

warehouses, working at the Ruger firearm manufacturing plant, or serving tables. One 

respondent had recently left his job working on oil rigs in New Mexico shortly before moving to 

Prescott. The wide range of occupations, both present and past, produced notable occupational 

overlap among respondents. Finally, in terms of class background, all these men came from 

working-class to middle class backgrounds. Only a few had fathers who possessed a four-year 

college degree, while a larger share of their mothers had degrees. As a result, their parents were 

currently employed, or had been employed, in many of the same type of occupations as their 

sons. 

It would have been optimal to have additional set of interviews in an urbanized setting 

like Tucson or Phoenix—ideally of similarly employed respondents. I attempted to collect a 

sample of respondents in Tucson during 2016 and again in 2019 but was unable to make similar 

inroads into the various male working-class occupations within Tucson. Part of this was a lack of 

comparable social capital in the area, while another part was a higher rate of interview request 
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rejections. An additional wave of interviews conducted in Prescott would have also been 

informative. To that effect, I began preliminary work in late-2019/early-2020, conducting five 

interviews, none of which were follow-up interviews. The rate of refusal was substantially higher 

during this second preliminary round of interviews. I was only able to obtain five interviews 

from approximately twenty requests. The five men that did agree to be interviewed matched the 

demographic profile of my original wave and their occupations were as follows: wildland 

firefighter, firearms wholesale associate, manufacturing, salesclerk, and concrete contracting. 

The purpose of these interviews was to asses if, and how, opinions had changed in the post-

Trump area. Similar to my original set of interviews I asked respondents to assess and analyze 

their current and future personal economic insecurity and opportunity, how they situate and 

understand themselves socially and politically, and what political issues concern them and how 

they think these issues could, or should, be addressed. Given the change of context, i.e., the 

election of Trump, I concentrated on whether these men felt their life was better or worse and 

whether they felt the country was better or worse. The intent was to ascertain whether the 

election of Trump has tempered or intensified political concerns and/or partisanship.   

Interview Structure, and Analysis (see Appendix C for full guide) 

Using existing theory on economic insecurity,  as well as prior work on the American 

working class (Silva 2012; Lamont 2000) my interviews aimed to how respondents: (1) 

characterize their current economic position; (2) socially view themselves in relation to non-

whites, non-natives, and females—focusing on whether the upward mobility of these groups 

violates their perceptions of distributive justice; (3) describe their economic opportunity vis-à-vis 

their father, other groups, and the ideal of the “American Dream”; and (4) whether this shapes 

their civic/social engagement and political attitudes. 
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In line with traditional qualitative data analysis (Suter 2012) and prior interview-based 

work on the American working class (Silva 2012; Lamont 2000), transcribed interviews were 

treated as data and systematically analyzed using an interpretive approach that allows for the 

further development of concepts and theory. Using my theoretically informed model as a guide, I 

used open coding to illuminate and categorize trends that emerged from the data. Closed coding 

procedures then attached concepts to these trends, allowing for the further creation of concepts 

and transformation of concepts into themes. Finally, I juxtaposed these concepts and themes 

against my theoretical model making sure to address counterfactual cases. Multiple rounds of 

coding generated better intra-coder reliability. It is important to note that this is an inductive 

approach that does not “test theory” in a classic deductive manner. Instead, it systematically 

describes the processes within my phenomenon, thereby linking impersonal trends to the 

personal/lived experience and informing my understanding about the complex processes within 

my theoretical model. This helps build theory which can be formally tested and/or integrated into 

other methods that can get at related questions, like whether rising economic insecurity among 

white working-class men leads to extreme behavioral effects. 

Conclusion 

This chapter laid out the data and methods I apply to two separate topics of interests: 

deaths of despair and white reactionary politics. Each topic is exposed to a distinct analysis 

(quantitative for deaths of despair, qualitative for reactionary politics) in order to best illuminate 

their respective contours and dynamics. In the following chapter I present results for my 

quantitative analysis of county-level deaths of despair.  
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Chapter 4—Quantitative Results 

This chapter analyzes the empirical relationship between county and state level 

characteristics and county-level deaths of despair. I will first provide a short re-cap of the 

previous chapters, followed by my hypotheses. Next, I will present results for my county-to-

county analysis, followed by results for my multi-level analysis. Each sub-section will include 

auxiliary estimations intended to check robustness and sensitivity. Lastly, I will summarize and 

discuss my results, including limitations and future directions.  

Re-Cap and Set-up 

The last fifty years have seen colossal structural and institutional change in the American 

economy, government, and family. These changes have helped fuel increases in economic 

inequality and insecurity, and the stagnation of opportunity. Given the structural foundations of 

these phenomenon, the impact has been widely felt. Inequality has grown within nearly every 

demographic and occupational group. That said, individuals without a four-year college degree, 

i.e., the working-class, have fared particularly bad over the last fifty years. In conjunction with 

other systems of oppression, working-class women and persons of color have endured much of 

this distress. The depth and breadth of rising insecurity and stalled opportunity has also meant 

that working-class whites have come to bear some of the brunt, including white working-class 

men. This is a meaningful reversal of fortunes and standing for the white working-class, but 

especially for men.  

Scholars have undergone various attempts to understand and explain the working-class in 

contemporary America, including that experienced by white non-Hispanics (Silva 2012; Carlson 

2015; Hochschild 2017; Chen 2015). Nearly all have highlighted the behavioral responses to 

rising insecurity and status decline. Of particularly note for this chapter is the research of Case 

and Deaton (2015; 2017; 2020a) who found a rising number of “deaths of despair” since 2000 
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for white Americans, predominantly men, without four-year college degrees. They suggest that 

deaths of this sort (suicide, drug overdose, alcoholic related disease) are characterized by despair, 

and potentially stem from the declining economic and social standing of white working-class 

individuals since the 1970s. The current opiate/heroin epidemic, which has been the primary 

source for rising deaths of despairs, is thus part of a wider, and longer-term, consequence of 

rising instability and flatlined opportunity. Case and Deaton’s argument is grounded in a bedrock 

of research that connects individual health to economic conditions and quality/quantity of social 

relationships and community (Fullerton et al. 2020; Burgard et al. 2007; Cornwell and Waite 

2009; Hall-Lande et al. 2007; Durkheim 1899; Conner et al. 2007; and Volkow et al. 2011). 

Additional research has buttressed Case and Deaton’s economics of despair theory, 

demonstrating an association between mass layoffs and opioid related overdoses 

(Venkantaramani et al. 2020; Dean and Kimmel 2019). 

What remains unclear is to what degree economic insecurity/precarity—a core feature of 

working-class malaise since the 1970s—is associated with deaths of despair. Existing accounts 

have generally focused on broad indicators of distress, like unemployment or poverty rate, or 

specific and contingent events such as industrial plant closures. While these are reasonable and 

informative approaches, they arguably do not capture the totality of what many communities are 

currently facing. Being working-class or low-income in contemporary America is a tangled web 

of conditions that breeds precarity and vulnerability. It is this set of conditions that fuels the 

chronic stress that is linked to poor self-rated health and health outcomes, including self-harm 

and substance abuse. Concurrently, there appears to be something about being working-class and 

white that is associated with deaths of despair above-and-beyond economic insecurity. This also 

remains unclear. Therefore, understanding the connection between precarity/vulnerability, class, 
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race/ethnicity, and deaths of despair therefore broadens our understanding of the topic and is a 

theoretically informative assessment of the relationship between socio-economic environments 

and health.   

Modeling: County-to-County Level Analysis 

Building off this, I formally evaluate the relationship between precarity, occupying white 

working-class status, and deaths of despair. I first posit that county-level precarity is positively 

associated with higher deaths of despair. To account for the lagged effect of environment on 

health outcomes I examine whether county-level conditions circa 2009 are associated with 

county-level deaths of despair between 2012-2016. Note that this is deaths of despair per 

100,000 people averaged over the five-year window. I therefore hypothesize that:  

H1: Counties with higher levels of precarity in 2009 will have higher overall deaths of despair 

between 2012 and 2016.  

I choose to measure my independent variables at 2009 since it was during The Great 

Recession, which was a massive economic blow for millions of Americans. It many ways it was 

the coup de grâce of the post-war industrial order. The initial shock of the recession was 

followed by a long, sluggish start to the subsequent business cycle. This “imprinted” many areas 

with the conditions needed for deaths of despair as it generated a vast social and economic 

“hole” that areas were unable to dig out of, even after the business cycle “heated up.”35 Second, 

while deaths of despair began to grow during the 2000s, they increased at a rapid pace beginning 

in 2010, driven largely by increases in drug related poisonings (Social Capital Project Report 

2019).  

                                                           
35 It can be argued that the 2009-2020 business cycle, while the longest on record, never really “heated up” for 
millions of working-class households due to the spatial and skills mismatch of job growth, and the fact that many of 
the jobs that did return for low-income/working-class households were not “good” jobs.  
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Deaths of despair tend to be concentrated among white non-Hispanic individuals, 

particularly those without a four-year college degree. Research has noted a relative economic 

(and social) decline of white working-class men and women since the 1970s and the potentially 

unique challenges this poses for these individuals and communities. Therefore, there is 

theoretical reason to suspect an independent effect of race/class position on deaths of despair. 

Relative decline of the white working-class since the 1970s has generated a cumulative set of 

conditions that around 2000 generated an increase in deaths of despair. Put formally, I 

hypothesize that: 

 H2: Counties with higher percentages of white working-class individuals in 2009 will have 

higher overall deaths of despair between 2012 and 2016.  

Given the connection between economic conditions, race/class/gender, and deaths of 

despair it is reasonable to suspect that there might be an interactive effect of precarity and white 

working-class. Precarity has increased in the U.S. since the 1970s, especially among those 

without a four-year college degree (including white non-Hispanics). To assess this I hypothesize 

that  

H3: Counties that have higher precarity in conjunction with higher percentages of white-working 

class individuals in 2009 will have higher overall deaths of despair between 2012 and 2016.  

One important counterfactual to the hypotheses stated above is that and increased supply 

of opiates might be the true culprit behind rising deaths rates. To elaborate, critics have pointed 

out that the post-2000 increase in deaths of despair among whites is largely a function of 

increases in drug poisoning, with opioid overdoses being the overwhelming share. Similarly, 

they note a deluge of prescription opiates that emerged during the 2000s and that most of these 

opiates went to white communities. This produced a generation of users, which, for various 
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reasons, lead to a demand for heroin during the 2010s and fueled opioid related deaths.36 This 

shift towards heroin was so strong that that opioid deaths continued to rise during the 2010s even 

as the number of opioid prescriptions fell substantially. Part of this was due to the proliferation 

of fentanyl during the 2010s, a powerful synthetic opioid that greatly increases the risk of 

overdose. To account for this counter narrative I include opioid prescriptions at the county-level 

among my various control variables. 

I evaluate each of these hypotheses using a series of models. Model 1 evaluates 

hypothesis 1. It estimates precarity alongside percent white, percent without a college degree, 

and percent male. I use the singular versions of white, college, and male in order to have a 

baseline from which to compare my later white specific variable. Note that percent male is 

include because while deaths of despair do powerfully impact women, the overall rates of all 

three death categories are higher for men—in general and for whites—and research has 

suggested older, but also younger, men are at elevated risk for these deaths (Case and Deaton 

2020a; Kolata and Cohen 2016).    

Models 2 and 3 evaluate hypothesis 2. Model 2 replaces percent white and percent 

without a college degree with white working class (my first focal predictor). Model 3 reduces 

this further to white working-class men to assess if the constellation of race/class/gender is 

                                                           
36 In the late-2000s there was a simultaneous effort to curb the supply of prescription opiates, i.e. reduce the number 
of “pill mills”, and to prevent the easy abuse of opiate pills like Oxycontin. Regarding the latter, Purdue Pharma (the 
manufacturer of Oxycontin) restructured Oxycontin in 2010 in order to make it harder to crush. Up to that point, the 
time-release shell on each pill could be easily compromised by crushing said pill, thus allowing the user to inhale, 
smoke, or inject the pill at its maximum potency. This fueled addiction because the user was able to consume pure 
oxycodone at sometimes large doses (60-80 mg). Other prescription opiates that contained oxycodone, like Percocet, 
contained much smaller doses of oxycodone (5-10 mg) and were blended with acetaminophen thereby making large 
doses harder to consume, and constricted more reinforcing manners of use, like smoking and injection. The dual 
constriction of supply and increased difficulty of abuse exacerbated a pre-existing phenomenon in which 
prescription opiate addicts would often transition to heroin. This longstanding phenomenon was a partial function of 
the price-per-milligram mismatch between Oxycontin and heroin ($1 per milligram vs. $5-10 for a 0.1 gram hit). 
Given the substantial tolerance associated with prolonged opiate use, the cheaper and more intense high from heroin 
becomes appealing. Thus, as supply declined for prescription opiates, demand for heroin grew. This, coupled with 
the addition of Fentanyl to the market, enlarged the overall number of overdose related deaths.    
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impactful. Finally, models 4-6 evaluate hypothesis 3 through the estimation of interaction effects 

between white working-class and precarity.  

Modeling: State-Level Policy Characteristics Analysis 

In my second section I evaluate the impact of state-level context, specifically state-level 

social policy. The is crucial because any analysis of this sort must contend with the role of state 

policy in simultaneously shaping both economic and health outcomes. Similarly, it needs to 

account for the stark sub-national variation in policy structure and administration within the 

United States. Given the more immediate role of social policy it makes sense to measure policy 

levels during the same period as deaths. Based on these foundations I posit the following 

hypothesis: 

H4: Counties that reside in states with more generous and/or more supportive social policies will 

be associated with lower rates of deaths of despair between 2012 and 2016. 

Model 1 in this section estimates the overall impact of my six policies: EITC, minimum 

wage, UI, TANF, SNAP, and Medicaid.37 Models 2 through 7 estimate cross-level interactions 

between each of the six policies and white working-class.  

Results—County-to-County Level Analysis 

My results, shown in Table 7, illustrate several points. Precarity is positively associated 

with higher deaths (model 1), which is in line with extant research that notes a connection 

between economic environment and various health outcomes (Fullerton et al. 2020; Anderson et 

al. 2018; Beckfield et al. 2015; Burgard et al. 2007). Note that percent white and percent without 

a four-year college degree are also statistically significant in model 1, which also aligns with 

                                                           
37 I have not group-mean centered my level two variables because I am theorizing that policy attenuates the effect of 
county-level characteristics. 
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existing research on deaths of despair (Case and Deaton 2017). Model 2 builds off this by 

examining the impact of my other focal predictor (white working-class) alongside precarity. The 

addition of white working-class eliminates the statistically significant effect of precarity. This 

suggests that 1) the class structure of a county’s white population—in this case being more 

working-class—is associated with higher deaths of despair; and 2) the effect of having a large 

white working-class population on deaths of despair potentially extends beyond economics.38 

Model 3 condenses white working-class down to white working-class men in order to ascertain 

the intersection of race, class, and gender. Results demonstrate a positive county-level 

relationship between deaths of despair and higher percentages of white working-class men. This 

corroborates existing research that theorizes a link between masculinity and health (Courtenay 

2000), although it should be mentioned that percent male was not significant in model 1. Thus, 

the primary take-away from model 3 is that it supports the notion that deaths of despair are 

higher among white working-class men because of the way masculinity fuses together with class 

circumstances and racial identity. This does not suggest that deaths of despair occur only 

amongst white working-class men, but that the combination of these three elements is also 

significantly associated with deaths of despair.  

To gauge whether the relationship between my focal predictors and deaths of despair is 

conditional, I estimated an interaction between precarity and white working-class (model 4). 

This produces a significant, yet negative, coefficient that indicates a substitution effect. Figures 2 

and 3 visualize this relationship and illustrate a substitution effect. To elaborate, the effect of 

precarity on deaths of despair gets smaller as white working-class gets larger. Alternatively, the 

smaller white working-class is, the more positive of an effect precarity has on deaths of despair. 

                                                           
38 One concern is whether a high correlation between precarity and white working-class is producing the results seen 
in model 2. The two variables have a modest correlation (0.34) and neither have problematic VIF scores.  
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This suggests that white working-class quickly eclipses precarity—a point that is reinforced in 

the attenuation of precarity in model 2. That being said, precarity does matter, but the effect 

does not really “kick-in” until a county’s white population is relatively small. For example, being 

less than 65 percent working-class, which is less than 10 percent of counties in my data.  

 To further explore the complexities of this interaction I re-estimated my interaction 

model in two different ways. I first replaced white working-class with percent white non-

Hispanic (model 5). This did not produce a statistically significant effect. Next, I dichotomized 

percent white non-Hispanic into “high” (over 90 percent) and low (less than 90 percent) 

categories.39 This did produce a positive and statistically significant result, which is visualized in 

Figure 4. Having a “high white” population, in this case being in the top-ten percent of all U.S. 

counties, appears to have a positive moderating effect on the relationship between precarity and 

deaths of despair. Counties that fit this profile are disproportionately found in Kentucky, West 

Virginia, Missouri, Tennessee, and Missouri. Subsequently, it might appear as if this variable is 

acting a proxy for Appalachia, however Appalachia is still significant in model 6. It bears 

nothing that the counties that fit this profile of high white and high precarity also tend to have 

above-average white working-class populations, although this does not seem to statistically 

matter in relation to my outcome. In fact, a re-estimation using high working-class white (above 

90 percent) failed to produce a significant association. This suggests is that, at least in relation to 

deaths of despair, there might be something distinctive about being an exceptionally white 

county with high precarity that transcends class boundaries. This could be the results of spatial 

and/or cultural isolation and segregation, residual effects of intergenerational poverty, or 

                                                           
39 I also generated a “high white working-class” variable (over 90%) for a separate estimation. This did not produce 
a significant effect.  
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something about the current socio-cultural context of white Americans. Future research is 

therefore needed to parse this out.    

TABLE 7.  Deaths of Despair per 100,000, 2012-2016: HLM Estimates (2009 predictors) 

Variables Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 

Precarity Index 0.076*** 0.027 0.04+ 0.203* 0.032 -0.12 

 (0.021) (0.023) (0.022) (0.085) (0.059) (0.03) 

White Working 

Class (%) 

 0.004**  0.003*   

  (0.001)  (0.001)   

White Working-

Class(%)*Precarity 

   -0.002*   

    (0.000)   

White Working-

Class Male 

  0.005*    

   (0.002)    

White (%) 0.004**    0.004**  

 (0.001)    (0.001)  

White(%)*Precarity     0.000  

     (0.000)  

High White (1=yes)      0.026 

      (0.021) 

High 

White*Precarity 

     0.093** 

      (0.034) 

No College (%) 0.004**     0.004** 

 (0.001)     (0.001) 

Male (%) -0.005 -0.006  -0.005  -0.006 

 (0.004) (0.005)  (0.004)  (0.004) 

Gini Coefficient -0.10 -0.13 -0.32 -0.17 -0.10* -0.17 

 (0.20) (0.23) (0.23) (0.22) (0.20) (0.023) 

Divorced (%) 0.026*** 0.03*** 0.03*** 0.03** 0.025*** 0.03** 

 (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) 

Single Person 

Household (%) 

0.000 -0.001 -0.001 -0.001 -0.00 -0.00 

 (0.002) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) 

Rural (%) -0.001* -0.000 -0.000 -0.000 -0.001* -0.001 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

Over 65 Years Old 

(%) 

0.009** 0.011*** 0.015*** 0.012*** 0.01*** 0.01*** 

 (0.003) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) 

Veteran (%) 0.009** 0.01** 0.01** 0.01** 0.01** 0.01** 

 (0.00) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) 
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Native American 

(%)  

0.018*** 0.016*** 0.016*** 0.016*** 0.02*** 0.016*** 

 (0.002) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.00) (0.001) 

Opioid 

Prescriptions per 

100 

0.001*** 0.001*** 0.001*** 0.001*** 0.001*** 0.001*** 

 (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) 

Appalachia (1=yes) 0.067* 0.11*** 0.11*** 0.11*** 0.065* 0.093** 

 (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) 

West (1=yes) 0.22*** 0.22*** 0.20*** 0.21*** 0.22*** 0.22 

 (0.05) (0.05) (0.05) (0.05) (0.05) (0.05) 

       

       

Constant 2.68*** 2.96*** 2.87*** 3.01*** 2.73*** 2.93 

 (0.27) (0.29) (0.13) (0.29) (0.30) (0.31) 

       

Observations 2,612 2,612 2,612 2,612 2,612 2,612 

Number of groups 48 48 48 48 48 48 
Robust standard errors in parentheses 
*** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05, + p<0.1 

 
FIGURE 2.  Effect of Precarity Conditional on White Working-Class (Summarized) 
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FIGURE 3.  Marginal Effects of Precarity and White Working-Class  (Detailed) 

 
 
 
FIGURE 4.  Effect of Precarity Conditional on High White  

 
 

As expected, most of my control variables are statistically significant and in the 

hypothesized direction. One notable twist is Gini coefficient which does not have a significant 

effect on deaths until the model 5, but it is in the opposite hypothesized direction.40 Even in a 

univariate re-estimation Gini fails to achieve statistical significance (although the direction of the 

coefficient is as hypothesized). This is interesting considering the body of research linking 

income inequality to health outcomes. One possible explanation is that the effect of income 

                                                           
40 Separate re-estimations were conducted replacing Gini coefficient with 80/20 income ratio and top-five percent 
income share. Both have a negative coefficient, but only top five percent was statistically significant.  
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inequality on health operates at a larger geographic level than counties, like states, or nations. 

Second, income inequality is an antecedent variable that generates the conditions of precarity. 

Third, the relationship between inequality and health is complex. Chetty et al. (2016) find that 

low-income people in cities with high income inequality (New York, San Francisco, etc.) tended 

to live longer than individuals who lived in cities with lower income inequality (Dallas, Detroit, 

etc.) Beyond high income inequality, these cities also had high per capita incomes, government 

expenditures, and highly educated populations. High income inequality was therefore not a cause 

of longer low-income life expectancy, but rather a corollary of other features and did not impact 

the health of low-income people in the same way as poverty. Fourth, and relatedly, my results 

suggest that poverty and precarity might be more salient determinants of sub-national health 

outcomes (Anderson et al 2018).  

A series of auxiliary models were also estimated to address potential concerns and extend 

upon ideas that arose during the initial analysis.41 Given the relevance of place—measured here 

as region—it is worthwhile to examine the interactive effect of region on both precarity and 

white working-class. Being in the West, Northeast, and Appalachia did not generate a significant 

interactive effect with either precarity or white working-class. Meanwhile, southern residence 

and precarity did generate a significant, but negative, interactive effect. Again, this is a 

substitution type effect where Southern residence is associated with deaths of despair even with 

below average levels of precarity, however above-average levels of precarity supersede Southern 

residence.42 Residing in the Midwest has the most interesting combination of interactive effects. 

The interaction between precarity and Midwest was negatively associated with deaths of despair, 

                                                           
41 Model 2 is used as the boilerplate for each interactive model. 
42 This relationship is partially driven by heavily white Appalachian counties. Indeed the interaction coefficient 

enlarges if Appalachia is removed from the model. However, the relationship is also influenced by the longstanding 
connection between the American South and poor health outcomes.  
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while the interaction between white working-class and Midwest was positively associated with 

deaths of despair. When estimated singularly (i.e., sans interaction), Midwest produces a 

significant negative effect. This conflicting set of results does make sense considering the wide 

range of economic disparities and conditions across the Midwest. Industrial decline has hit 

certain parts of the region very hard, like Ohio and Michigan, while other parts, like Minnesota, 

Iowa, and to an extent Wisconsin have not suffered to the same extent. As one example, Chetty 

et al. (2014b) find some of the highest rates of absolute and relative intergenerational mobility in 

Minnesota and Wisconsin, while some of the lowest rates in Ohio and Michigan. 

I also evaluated the moderating effect of opiate availability since opioid related deaths are 

a large factor behind rising deaths of despair, and scholars and pundits have theorized a 

connection between economic distress and drug abuse. Despite this theorization, the interactive 

effect between precarity and prescription opioids, and between region and prescription opioids, 

was not statistically significant. There is, however, a significant positive interaction between 

percent white non-Hispanic and opiate prescriptions—meaning that higher opioid prescriptions 

and a larger percentage of whites in a county in 2009 is positively associated with more deaths of 

despair between 2012 and 2016. This relationship does not maintain significance if the scope is 

shifted to white working-class or white working-class male. This mixed finding generates the 

question of whether there is something non-economic to the relationship between opiate 

availability and deaths of despair for white individuals, regardless of their class or gender. If so, 

this likely transcends region because, as mentioned, there is a null interactive effect between 

region and my focal variables. 

The null interactive effect of opioid prescription rate with both region and precarity might 

also be related to the widespread availably of opiates by the late-2000s. While initially 
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prescribed to struggling white communities, opiates had become widely disseminated among 

white households at various income levels and geographic areas. As such, there is an association 

between whiteness, opioid availability, and future deaths that transcends economic context. 

Finally, the null effect might also be a product of operationalization and analytical assumptions. 

The variable used in my analysis is retail opioid prescriptions (initial or refill) per 100 people as 

estimated by the CDC. It does not get at the illicit market or the prevalence of “pill mills” in the 

area. Also, my model assumes individuals are not traveling to nearby counties, or states, to 

obtain opioids.  

Ancillary questions aside, the main results for this section, presented in Table 7, illustrate 

a lagged association between precarity and deaths on despair, which corroborates research on the 

relationship between health and economics, and the powerful social impact of the Great 

Recession on communities. However, this effect is diminished once white working-class (men) is 

into consideration, suggesting an independent effect of race/class/gender on deaths of despair. In 

line with existing research, this specific intersection of class and race/ethnicity—as well as 

gender—is a powerful factor in shaping deaths of despair in America. Given that precarity is 

partially a function of class and class is partially a function of precarity, an interactive model was 

evaluated. Results reaffirmed the powerful effect of white working-class, while nonetheless 

highlighting that precarity is still a critical factor in sculpting deaths of despair. Interestingly, the 

effect of precarity is intensified in heavily white areas, net of their class structure, which suggests 

a layer of complexity that potentially transcends immediate economics. To be sure, it is 

imperative to also note that my interaction results underscore the importance of precarity, 

regardless of race. Indeed many of the counties with the highest deaths of despair are populated 

by Native Americans in North and South Dakota, Arizona, New Mexico, and Montana. These 
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counties—which are often reservations as well—are some of the poorest and most isolated areas 

in America.   

Auxiliary/Sensitivity Analysis 

An auxiliary analysis/re-estimation was conducted to interrogate my operationalization of 

white working-class. My decision to use white working-class as a percentage of a county’s white 

non-Hispanic population was based on existing literature in which there appears to be something 

distinctly impactful about being white working-class. Extrapolating from this, I posited that 

counties where the white population is heavily working-class should be more susceptible to 

deaths of despair—regardless of their relative size in the overall county. One concern is whether 

this generates problems of accurate model estimation since the denominator for my outcome is 

total county population. To examine this I re-estimated the results presented in Table 7 using 

white working class as a percentage of total population (over 25-years of age).  

The results, presented in Table 8 below, alter my original analysis in two ways. First, 

precarity remains significant once white working-class is taken into consideration, thus 

providing a more straight forward and robust confirmation of hypotheses 1 and 2. Second, my 

interactive model is not statistically significant, which challenges hypothesis 3. One way to 

interpret this alternative set of findings is that they present a clearer understanding of the 

association between my focal variables and outcomes. Precarity and white working-class are 

both independently relevant to deaths of despair. There is something meaningful about having a 

large white working-class population in an area, even after accounting for economic conditions, 

opioid prescriptions, and other demographic factors. This substantiates claims made by Case and 

Deaton (2020a) about the distinctive contemporary experience faced by white working-class 
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households, particularly for men. It further supports the notion that additional research should be 

conducted to uncover and details the processes/mechanisms behind this association.  

TABLE 8. Deaths of Despair per 100,000, 2012-2016: HLM Estimates (2009 predictors) [white 
working class as percentage of total population over-25] 

Variables Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 

Precarity Index 0.076*** 0.079*** 0.075*** 0.091 0.032 -0.012 

  (0.021) (0.017) (0.017) (0.062) (0.059) (0.026) 

White Working Class 

(%) 

  0.005** 
 

0.005*** 
  

    (0.001) 
 

(0.001) 
  

White Working-

Class(%)*Precarity 

  
  

-0.022 
  

    
  

(0.095) 
  

White Working-Class 

Male (%) 

  
 

0.009** 
   

    
 

(0.003) 
   

White (%) 0.004** 
   

0.003** 
 

  (0.001) 
   

(0.001) 
 

White (%)*Precarity 
    

0.0005 
 

     
(0.0008) 

 

High White (1=yes) 
     

0.026       
(0.021) 

High White*Precarity 
     

0.093**       
(0.034) 

No College (%) 0.004** 
   

0.004** 0.005** 

  (0.001) 
   

(0.001) (0.001) 

Male (%) -0.005 -0.004 
 

-0.004 -0.006 -0.006 

  (0.004) (0.005) 
 

(0.005) (0.005) (0.004) 

Gini Coefficient -0.10 -0.09 -0.10 -0.07 -0.10 -0.17  
(0.20) (0.23) (0.22) (0.20) (0.20) (0.23) 

Divorced (%) 0.026*** 0.026*** 0.025*** 0.026*** 0.025*** 0.029*** 

 (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.003) 

Single Person 

Household (%) 

0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 

 (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) 

Rural (%) -0.001* -0.001* -0.001* -0.001* -0.001* -0.000 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

Over 65 Years Old (%) 0.009** 0.009** 0.012*** 0.009** 0.009** 0.011** 

 (0.003) (0.003) (0.002) (0.003) (0.003) (0.002) 

Veteran (%) 0.009** 0.009* 0.008* 0.009** 0.009** 0.01** 

 (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) 

Native American (%)  0.018*** 0.018*** 0.018*** 0.018*** 0.018*** 0.016*** 
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 (0.002) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.002) (0.001) 

Opioid Prescriptions 

per 100 

0.001*** 0.001*** 0.001*** 0.001*** 0.001*** 0.001*** 

 (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) 

Appalachia (1=yes) 0.067* 0.064* 0.07* 0.065* 0.065* 0.093** 

 (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) 

West (1=yes) 0.22*** 0.22*** 0.21*** 0.22*** 0.22*** 0.21*** 

 (0.05) (0.05) (0.05) (0.05) (0.05) (0.05) 

       

Constant 2.68*** 2.98*** 2.80*** 2.96*** 2.73*** 2.93*** 

 (0.27) (0.20) (0.16) (0.22) (0.20) (0.31) 

       

Observations 2,612 2,612 2,612 2,612 2,612 2,612 

Number of groups 48 48 48 48 48 48 
Robust standard errors in parentheses 
*** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05, + p<0.1 

 

Replication Model 

There is also practical concern over path dependency in the results presented in Table 7. 

Areas that were precarious in 2000 are likely to be precarious in 2009. This concern is 

methodological, as well as theoretical and substantive. Case and Deaton maintain that while the 

Great Recession intensified the impact of environment on deaths of despair, the primary story 

was the slow burn of working-class decline that began in the 1970s. While my re-estimation is 

not as ideal as a longitudinal design, it nevertheless provides insight into this methodological and 

theoretical concern.  

Using the same data sources listed in the preceding chapter I reconstruct an identical 

database for my predictor variables set in the year 2000.43 The notable exception is opioid 

prescription rate, which is measured in 2006. This is because the CDC does not possess data 

prior to 2006 on opioid prescriptions. Additional inquires to the Washington Post’s pill database 

also led to the same limitation. Nonetheless, the average number of pills prescribed during 2006 

                                                           
43 I use the U.S. decennial Census as the American Community Survey did not begin until 2005.  
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was less than 2009 so this still simulates the effect I am seeking to replicate—an overall fewer 

number of pills in the population during an earlier time period. 

As mentioned, a replication analysis is conducted to address concerns of path-

dependency. Case and Deaton maintain that, the primary story was the slow burn of working-

class decline that began in the 1970s. While my re-estimation is not as ideal as a longitudinal 

design, it nevertheless provides insight into this methodological and theoretical concern. Tables 9 

and 10 provide summary statistics for the precarity indices and independent variables used for 

this analysis 

TABLE 9.  Precarity Indicators—Summary Statistics, 2000   

Variable N Mean  Standard 

Deviation 

Min Max 

Unemployed (%) 3141 5.82 2.87 0 41.7 

Poor (%) 3141 14.16 6.55 0 56.9 

Near Poor (%) 3141 10.58 3.18 0 24.3 

Rent Burdened (%) 3141 29.55 7.21 0 56.1 

Uninsured (%) 3135 14.77 4.99 3.8 38 

SNAP (%) 3135 7.24 5.35 0 41.7 

SSI (%) 3141 5.08 2.74 0 26.6 

 

 
TABLE 10.  Descriptive Statistics: County Level Variables, 2000 

Variable N Mean  Standard 

Deviation 

Min Max 

Deaths of Despair (ln, per 100,000) 2819 3.72 0.349 2.33 5.55 

Precarity Index 3134 0.0004 0.744 -2.07 3.95 

White Working-Class (%) 3141 81.75 8.88 26.1 100 

White Working-Class Men (%) 3141 39.17 5.1 10.5 100 

White non-Hispanic (%) 3141 81.28 19.11 1.6 100 

No College (%) 3141 83.46 7.79 36.3 95.1 

Male (%) 3141 49.57 1.97 42.6 67.3 

Gini 3135 43.42 3.88 31.5 60.8 

Opiates (per 100 households) 2753 80.5 43.27 0.1 403.3 

Divorced (%) 3141 9.5 1.95 0 19.1 

One-Person Households (%) 3141 10.14 2.45 2.5 80.3 

Rural (%) 3141 59.62 30.95 0 100 

Over-65 (%) 3141 14.73 4.18 1.8 34.7 
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Veteran (%) 3141 13.97 2.94 0 39.1 

American Indian/Alaska Native 

(%) 

3141 1.8 7.4 0 92.7 

West (yes =1; no =0) 3141 0.142 0.35 0 1 

Appalachia (yes =1; no =0) 3141 0.136 0.343 0 1 

 

 
The results, presented in Table 11, do not fundamentally challenge my original set of 

results, i.e. the confirmation of hypotheses 1 and 2. Models 1 through 3 of my re-estimation look 

nearly identical to my original models. Having said that, hypothesis 3 is not confirmed in my re-

estimation as the interactive models produce a null set of effects.  

Another notable difference is that models 1-3 have larger coefficients in the re-estimation 

model. Part of this difference might be the data itself. The county-level data for 2000 was 

compiled from the 2000 decennial census, while the data for my original analysis is drawn from 

the 2007-2011 five-year ACS. The decennial census might have slightly more statistical power, 

thus generating larger coefficients. Data differences aside, the coefficients are very similar, 

which does suggest some degree of path dependency, and that the effects of the Great Recession 

might have merely made things worse for places that were already distressed. This provides 

some corroboration for Case and Deaton’s argument that deaths of despair reflect the slow burn 

of white working class decline that began in the 1970s. Nonetheless, these results do not entirely 

invalidate my original analysis. The 2001-2007 business cycle is frequently referred to a “jobless 

recovery,” and indeed the 2000s were a “lost decade” for working and middle-class households 

(Mishel et al. 2012). Key macro-economic indicators (wages, unemployment, poverty, etc.) 

never fully recovered by the beginning of the Great Recession in 2007, and almost any income or 

wage gains made were wiped out by 2010 due to the recession. If you combine this with the slow 

and uneven recovery from the Great Recession, it makes sense that conditions in 2009 would still 

be relevant to death rates nearly seven years later.   
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TABLE 11.  Deaths of Despair per 100,000, 2012-2016: HLM Estimates (2000 predictors) 

Variables Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 

Precarity Index 0.082*** 0.041 0.046+ 0.201+ 0.128+ 0.014 

 (0.022) (0.032) (0.026) (0.121) (0.066) (0.024) 

White Working 

Class (%) 

 0.006***  0.005**   

  (0.001)  (0.001)   

White Working-

Class(%)*Precarity 

   -0.002   

    (0.001)   

White Working-

Class Male 

  0.008***    

   (0.002)    

White (%) 0.004**    0.004***  

 (0.001)    (0.001)  

White(%)*Precarity     -0.000  

     (0.000)  

High White (1=yes)      0.044+ 

      (0.024) 

High 

White*Precarity 

     0.051 

      (0.037) 

No College (%) 0.006***    0.006*** 0.006*** 

 (0.001)    (0.001) (0.001) 

Male (%) -0.005 -0.005  -0.004 -0.004 -0.005 

 (0.006) (0.006)  (0.006) (0.006) (0.006) 

Gini Coefficient -0.001 -0.003 -0.004 -0.003 -0.001 -0.003 

 (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) 

Divorced (%) 0.035*** 0.037*** 0.039*** 0.038*** 0.036*** 0.036*** 

 (0.005) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) 

Single Person 

Household (%) 

0.000 0.003 0.001 0.001 0.001 0.003 

 (0.005) (0.006) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.005) 

Rural (%) -0.000 -0.000 -0.000 -0.000 -0.000 -0.000 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

Over 65 Years Old 

(%) 

0.007 0.008+ 0.013*** 0.008+ 0.006 0.008+ 

 (0.004) (0.004) (0.002) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) 

Veteran (%) 0.013*** 0.014*** 0.013*** 0.014*** 0.013*** 0.014*** 

 (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) 

Native American 

(%)  

0.017*** 0.015*** 0.015*** 0.015*** 0.017*** 0.016*** 

 (0.002) (0.002) (0.001) (0.001) (0.002) (0.002) 
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Opioid 

Prescriptions per 

100 

0.001*** 0.001*** 0.001*** 0.001*** 0.001*** 0.001*** 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

Appalachia (1=yes) 0.075* 0.012*** 0.012*** 0.012*** 0.076* 0.010** 

 (0.033) (0.033) (0.033) (0.033) (0.032) (0.033) 

West (1=yes) 0.195** 0.203*** 0.185** 0.196** 0.196** 0.201*** 

 (0.059) (0.057) (0.055) (0.056) (0.058) (0.055) 

       

       

Constant 2.36*** 2.73*** 2.61*** 2.74*** 2.28*** 2.68 

 (0.247) (0.231) (0.207) (0.232) (0.276) (0.252) 

       

Observations 2,610 2,610 2,610 2,610 2,610 2,610 

Number of groups 48 48 48 48 48 48 
Robust standard errors in parentheses 
*** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05, + p<0.1 

 

 

Results: State-Policy Characteristics Analysis 

This analysis takes into account the nesting of counties in larger socio-political 

institutions (i.e., the U.S. state) and thereby sheds light onto how state-level context, in this case 

social policy, intensifies, or attenuates, county-level conditions. Results are presented below in 

Table 12. 

TABLE 12.  Deaths of Despair per 100,000, 2012-2016: HLM Estimates, State Level Policies 

Variables  Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 

Precarity  0.031 0.028 0.029 0.03 0.029 0.031 0.032 

 (0.023) (0.023) (0.023) (0.022) (0.023) (0.023) (0.023) 

White Working-

Class 

0.004** 0.004*** 0.003 0.008** 0.003 0.014 0.005*** 

 (0.001) (0.001) (0.004) (0.002) (0.002) (0.01) (0.001) 

EITC (0/1) -0.001 0.085      

 (0.045) (0.12)      

EITC*White 

Working-Class 

 -0.001      

  (0.001)      

Minimum Wage  -0.201  -0.102     

 (0.18)  (0.32)     

Minimum 

Wage*White 

Working-Class 

  0.000     
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   (0.004)     

Unemployment 

Insurance 

0.000   0.000*    

 (0.000)   (0.000)    

Unemployment 

Insurance*White 

Working-Class 

   -0.000    

    (0.000)    

TANF 0.000    0.000   

 (0.000)    (0.000)   

TANF*White 

Working-Class  

    -0.000   

     (0.000)   

SNAP -0.001     0.004  

 (0.002)     (0.005)  

SNAP*White 

Working-Class  

     -0.000  

      (0.000)  

Medicaid (0/1) 0.041      0.234* 

 (0.043)      (0.10) 

Medicaid*White 

Working-Class  

      -0.002* 

       (0.001) 

Gini Coefficient  -0.13 -0.13 -0.14 -0.15 -0.13 -0.15 0.095 

 (0.23) (0.23) (0.23) (0.22) (0.23) (0.22) (0.25) 

Divorced  0.03*** 0.03*** 0.03*** 0.03*** 0.03*** 0.03*** 0.03*** 

 (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) 

Single Person 

Households  

-0.001 -0.001 -0.001 -0.001 -0.001 -0.001 -0.001 

 (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) 

Rural  0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

Population Over 

65 Years Old 

0.013*** 0.013*** 0.013*** 0.013*** 0.013*** 0.013*** 0.013*** 

 (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) 

Veteran  0.009** 0.009** 0.009** 0.009** 0.009** 0.009** 0.009** 

 (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) 

Native American  0.016*** 0.016*** 0.016*** 0.016*** 0.016*** 0.016*** 0.016*** 

 (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) 

Opioid 

Prescription 

Rate 

0.001*** 0.001*** 0.001*** 0.001*** 0.001*** 0.001*** 0.001*** 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

Appalachia  0.11*** 0.11*** 0.11*** 0.11*** 0.11*** 0.11*** 0.11*** 

 (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) 
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West 0.20*** 0.21*** 0.21*** 0.21*** 0.20*** 0.20*** 0.20*** 

 (0.05) (0.05) (0.05) (0.05) (0.05) (0.05) (0.05) 

        

Random Effect:        

Intercept 
Variance  

0.0127 0.0137 0.014 0.0141 0.014 0.0141 0.0134 

        

Model Fit 
Statistics:  

       

AIC -115.0 -119.78 -118.93 -126.64 -119.05 -122.22 -126.42 

BIC 8.23 -20.03 -19.18 -26.88 -19.29 -22.47 -26.66 

        

Observations 2,612 2,612 2,612 2,612 2,612 2,612 2,612 

Number of 
groups 

48 48 48 48 48 48 48 

Robust standard errors in parentheses. *** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05, + p<0.1.  

 

 
The results presented in Table 12 demonstrate several points. First, none of the six state-

level policies are statistically significant when estimated simultaneously and, as such, they do not 

attenuate the coefficient for white working-class or precarity.44 To test this in a different way I 

estimated the interactive effect of each policy with white working-class (models 2-7) which was 

the stronger of my two focal variables in the section 1. The only interaction that conforms with 

hypothesis 4 is whether a state opted to expand Medicaid eligibility under the ACA. At face 

value this finding is consequential as it supports the notion that access to medical care is 

paramount for maintaining population health, and in this case, for preventing self-harm and 

substance abuse. 45 That said, model 7 raises some interesting questions about the dynamics of 

this relationship. The small size and thin statistical significance of the negative interaction 

coefficient (p = 0.042) alongside larger linear (and positive) coefficients suggests the need for 

more intensive analysis. Appendix D provides a visualization of the interaction. For the most 

                                                           
44 Each policy was also estimated singularly. Results did not differ from Model 1. Additional estimations were also 
conducted combing policies into a (z-score transformed) additive index and as predicted factor score via exploratory 
factor analysis. Neither of which altered my results. 
45 The interaction between white precarity and Medicaid eligibility (as percent of FPL) was not significant. 
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part, the interpretation is straightforward.  The slope describing the effect of per cent white 

working-class on deaths of despair is ‘flatter’ in states where Medicaid expanded.  That is, when 

states did not expand Medicaid, the slope describing the relationship between white working-

class and death of despair is .005; when states did expand coverage, the slope is only .003.  

While seemingly small, the effect is still statistically significant. However, this effect is driven 

solely by non-Western states as the interaction becomes statistically non-significant once non-

Western states that expanded Medicaid are coded as zero (also visualized in Appendix D).  

The null effect of state minimum wage is unsurprisingly for this particular analysis, not 

because it suggests the unimportance of wages on well-being; rather, because it likely reflects the 

longstanding hollowing out of the federal minimum wage and the very recent efforts of 

state/localities to compensate. Having not been tethered to inflation and cost-of-living increases, 

the federal minimum wage peaked in 1968 (in terms of real dollars) and has steadily declined. In 

the last ten years states and localities have begun to compensate by instituting higher minimum 

wages, which have boosted the real dollar amount of the minimum wage (Tedeschi 2019). The 

time frame of my analysis might subsequently be missing the recent jump in state minimum 

wages. Additionally, my analysis might not pick up the effect of state minimum wage law 

because large cities, like Seattle and New York, have been the primary force behind major 

minimum wage increases since 2010. While both are important concerns, it should be 

remembered that my outcome, deaths of despair, is not concentrated in these massive 

metropolitan areas or in many of the states that have noticeably expanded their state minimum 

wage law. As a result, while higher wages are associated with better health, the variation and 

clustering of wages and deaths of despair does not seem to align in this analysis.  
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The null effect of TANF is also not surprising in contemporary America. Cash welfare is 

historically demoralizing and stigmatizing in America (Gilens 1999; Piven and Cloward 1971). 

The 1996 welfare reform act—which mandated work requirements, time limits, empowered case 

workers to sanction recipients, allowed states to impose paternalistic requirements like family 

planning courses, and permitted states to use block grant funds in ways unrelated to the 

program—epitomized this and helped formalize a decentralized, paternalistic shift in American 

poverty management (Schram et al. 2009; Schram 2006). As a result, TANF has shrunk in its 

depth and breadth as a poverty reduction policy (Loprest 2012).  

The null effect of TANF is further buttressed by the nature and distribution of my data. 

The counties with the highest scores on precarity almost exclusively reside in the most 

tightfisted TANF states (Mississippi, Alabama, Arkansas, Kentucky, Texas, and Georgia). 

However, these counties do not have the highest deaths rates. Some of this is because these are 

counties with very low percentages of whites. Another reason is that many of the counties with 

the highest overall deaths rates reside in Western or Midwestern states, namely South Dakota, 

North Dakota, New Mexico, and Montana. While these counties tend to have above average 

levels of precarity, many of them also reside in states with some of the most generous TANF 

benefits when adjusted for cost of living, e.g., South Dakota and Wyoming.46 Finally several 

counties with high precarity, including the county with the highest score (Clay County, GA), 

have missing data for deaths of despair during the time period being analyzed (2012-2016).  

The more perplexing non-significant association is regarding SNAP. Spending on SNAP 

grew at the federal level from 2000 until 2015, and while states have some degree of 

administrative discretion, it is not as much as other policies. In other words, SNAP has been the 

                                                           
46 Note, TANF estimated by itself does not yield a significant effect. 
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opposite of TANF in that it has not been subject to the same degree of devolution that has come 

to define the current welfare reform era. Moreover, the characteristics of SNAP should impact 

deaths of despair. It helps mitigate food insecurity. Its eligibility level extends to 130 percent of 

the FPL, meaning that many working households can obtain benefits and you do not have to 

have children to access the policy.  

In fact, recent research has demonstrated a state-level association between SNAP and 

suicide rates since 2000 (Rambotti 2020). The conflicting results presented here could stem from 

model choice (I am not using a longitudinal fixed effect model) and I am examining all three 

deaths of despair simultaneously. That being said, my conflicting results might also suggest that 

this association is unstable at smaller geographic levels and/or that once we use policy 

characteristics—instead of population adjusted participation levels—we fail to see a significant 

association. To elaborate, policy participation and policy coverage, i.e. the “take-up” rate, are not 

interchangeable terms. Coverage assesses what percentage of an eligible population receives, 

“takes up,” a program. The denominator is therefore the population that is specifically eligible 

for said policy, which varies significantly across policies due to variation in policy design and 

intent. Coverage is strongly impacted by administrative decisions such as eligibility requirements 

and asset limitations. In contrast, participation rates detail how many people utilized a policy, 

which is then often standardized by the overall population of an area. While informative, this 

does not tell us how well a policy covers its intended population. In addition to administrative 

characteristics, participation is heavily shaped by factors like local economic conditions and 

demographics. The typical participation rate variable does not adequately discern between these 
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competing factors.47 Again, this is not to dismiss the overall value of participation rate variables, 

but rather to note that the use of policy characteristics, like generosity and coverage, might 

produce a more accurate assessment.  

Unemployment insurance generosity and supplemental EITC program are a set of 

puzzling non-significant associations. These are policies that put money directly into people’s 

hands and are utilized by wide swaths of the population. A null effect of EITC could be because 

these are supplemental policies intended to bolster the federal EITC and are generally not very 

large. However, do states vary in the generosity of their supplemental EITC programs. To 

account for this I re-estimated model 2 using state EITC as a percentage of federal credit yet was 

unable to alter my original results.  

The null effect of unemployment insurance might be a function of coverage and 

parsimony, i.e., low “replacement rates” and shortened time limits48 States began to roll back 

maximum duration levels soon after the end of the Great Recession and continued to do through 

the 2009-2020 business cycle (Congressional Research Report 2019). Many states also failed to 

expand access/coverage to unemployment insurance during the 2010s. For example, while 65.9 

percent of unemployed individuals in Massachusetts received benefit payments as of March 

2020, only 7.6 percent of jobless Floridians received aid (Desilver 2020).  

Another possibility is policy structure. Both unemployment insurance and EITC are 

contingent upon employment, and for the EITC, also having kids as the benefit is meager if you 

are single. One interpretation of might be that the EITC should be expanded up the income 

                                                           
47 A potential remedy might be to use the poor population, instead of total population, as the denominator. While 

better, this is still subject to validity concerns because policies are typically structured to pinpoint a sub-group of the 
poor population: poor households with kids, those who are disabled, poor mothers with newborn children, etc.  
48 In a follow-up estimation, the wage replacement rate of a state’s unemployment insurance program was not 
statistically significant on its own, or in conjunction with white working-class.  
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ladder and made more generous for childless adults. A related interpretation is that full 

employment should be a goal since it would provide income—thereby facilitating socio-

institutional attachment—and would make households less dependent on substandard 

unemployment insurance policies that vary from state-to-state. However, there are host of 

residual questions pertaining to the type and caliber of jobs, and whether this can be done. Many 

of the communities in dire need of jobs are the most ill-equipped for a post-industrial, globalized 

economy. Furthermore, as mentioned, a non-trivial number of prime working age men have 

exited the labor force, some due to discouragement and alienation. Many of these men stayed on 

the economic sidelines during the 2009-2020 business cycle despite unemployment reaching its 

lowest levels in over 50 years.49 One might extrapolate from this to argue that universal basic 

income (UBI) would be a better “cash-in-hand” policy. However, the lingering question is 

whether deaths of despair can be solved by simply putting money in people’s hand. While 

economic insecurity, like poverty, is fundamentally about a lack of money, it is, at its core, a 

multidimensional phenomenon that perpetuates itself through a web of distress that often 

becomes harder to disentangle over-time. 

A final line of thought I would like to entertain is that my null policy findings might 

suggest that sub-national safety nets are not adequate. In other words, when it comes concrete 

outcomes, like deaths of despair, even the most progressive states in the U.S. fall short. It could 

mean that sub-national safety nets have entered a period of retrenchment, where, despite 

balkanization, the “median sub-national safety-net” is more politically conservative in structure 

and administration. This interpretation is reasonable given the overall profile of the American 

                                                           
49 This could be due to disillusionment and anger, or equally as plausible, due to the nature of the recovery, which 
did not favor non-college educated households located in much of the heartland. Furthermore, the increasing 
difficulty, and subsequent declining rate of geographic mobility in the U.S., made accessing new jobs difficult.  
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welfare state (Esping-Anderson 1990) and its subsequent inability to effectively temper the 

catch-22 of low-income existence in America (Grusky and Varner 2016).  

Yet, taking a step back, one should be cautious about making sweeping generalizations 

about the safety net based on a few narrow aspects of a handful of policies. It is conceivable I 

have selected either the wrong policies, or the wrong aspects of said policies. Moreover, it is 

worthwhile to consider the assumptions underpinning my analysis. First, it is tenuous to assume 

that generous benefit levels mean eligible populations can access said policy. No state has a 100 

percent policy coverage rate. Not everyone who is eligible knows they are, or if they do, has 

time, resources, or proper documentation to apply. In addition, the ability to access to state 

economic service offices is not spread evenly across a state’s population. Moreover, some 

individuals consciously avoid applying for safety net policies out of pride, fear of stigma, and/or 

political rhetoric and ideology (Chen 2015). Not only does this apply to historically stigmatized 

programs, like TANF, but to other programs like unemployment insurance and SNAP. 

Second, there are complexities of assistance and social support at the local level. To 

elaborate, it is bold to assume that state policies are applied evenly within a state. Local 

infrastructure, demographics, population density, geography, and local culture (i.e. logics of self-

support and assistance-stigmatization) are just a few factors that complicate policy 

administration and provision at the local level, and why policy take-up/participation varies 

between counties. Second, it is tenuous to assume that localities do not contain other forms of 

assistance and that localized logics of self-support do not allow for, and encourage, receiving 

support from local non-governmental sources, like churches, non-profits, neighbors, or family. 

Failing to understand how these factors interact with formal policy provision therefore obscures 

the contours and dynamics of local policy provision and thus risks misunderstanding if, and how, 



115 

 

social support systems can ameliorate the conditions that generate deaths of despair. In light of 

this, part of my in-depth interview analysis in the next chapter will touch on the complexities 

behind policy provision at the local level. 

Conclusion 

This chapter has provided results for my empirical analysis of county-level deaths of 

despair between 2012 and 2016. The first section detailed results for a county-to-county analysis 

in which I assessed the relationship between deaths of despair, economic conditions, and the 

constellation of race/class/gender. Results re-affirmed the empirical and theoretical association 

between economic environment and health and the long-term effects of the Great Recession. My 

results also underscore how deaths of despair is a phenomenon characterized by the 

amalgamation of three intertwined factors: race, class, and gender. Various sensitivity and 

robustness tests were evaluated and a complete re-estimation using socio-economic conditions 

measured in 2000 was presented. Next, I investigated the role of state-level context, with a focus 

on social policy, in order to see how broader context shapes the association between county-level 

conditions and deaths of despair. Unfortunately, this analysis did not yield a full conformation of 

hypothesis 4. I elaborated on the possible reasons for this in addition to providing future avenues 

of research. Lastly, I discussed the potential limitations of my analysis. In the following chapter I 

shift towards understanding and evaluating white working-class politics in relation to economic 

insecurity and group threat.  
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Chapter 5—Qualitative Results 

This chapter examines how young white working-class men understand the contemporary 

American economic and socio-political landscape. My goal is to explore how these men interpret 

their current economic position, how they situate themselves across broader social categories and 

institutions, and if, and how, this impacts their political attitudes and beliefs, with attention to 

whether this elicits a reactionary response. I will first provide a short re-cap of my framing and 

research site. I will then describe the economic conditions and worldview of my respondents 

across three dimensions (class, race, and gender). Finally, I will use this information to structure 

an analysis of my respondents’ political ideology as well as postulate to the larger political 

consequences of this ideology.  

Set-up 

The previous chapter examined deaths of despair, which is one potential 

outcome/ramification of rising economic precarity among working-class whites. It demonstrated 

an association between economic precarity and the combination of race/class/gender. Reflecting 

upon existing research and the findings of the previous chapter it seems that status/education, 

race, and gender are an important conjunctural factor of deaths of despair. The strong statistical 

effect of white working-class, and also white working-class men, suggests that there is 

something about the constellation of class, race, and gender that is producing an acute response 

to rising insecurity and status decline among a specific demographic. Yet, as mentioned, this is 

not the only realm of possible outcomes. As research notes, white Americans, when they are (or 

perceive to be) threatened as a group increase their support for reactionary political attitudes 

(Craig and Richeson 2014), engage in compensatory social behavior (Carlson 2015), impose 

draconian formal policy (Andrews and Seguin 2015) and participate in extralegal violence 
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(Corzine, Creech, and Corzine 1993; McVeigh 2009). Periods of heightened resource scarcity, 

such as economic recessions, can amplify this (Snow et al. 1998).  

Building off this, I shift gears to explore the political reverberations of economic 

insecurity and status decline among white working-class men. This is not to downplay the 

experience of their female counterparts, but rather because of the theoretical association between 

(white) males and “pushback” in the face of relative deprivation (Gurr 1970) and group/status 

threat (Ridgeway 2014; McVeigh 2001; 2009). The men I interview occupy a theoretically 

informative social position, especially given their age range (25-35 years old). They are still 

technically “king of the hill,” but not like their fathers or grandfathers used to be. Moreover, on 

some level, they know they are going to lose their crown in the near future. Given what I have 

mentioned about relative deprivation and group threat this is an incredibly uncertain and insecure 

existence that is should be associated with a reactionary blowback/backlash. 

I explore this topic through a series of 30 in-depth semi-structured interviews with white 

working-class men aged 25-35 that lived in the Prescott “quad cities” area between May and 

August 2015. I asked these men a series of open-ended questions about their familial history, 

socio-economic background, economic standing, aspirations, interpretations of current events, 

institutional engagement, and political philosophy. I coded these results looking for themes to 

which I then examined more thoroughly. Using these findings I constructed what I posit as my 

respondents overarching “world-view.” I subsequently use this world view to inform a deeper 

understanding of my respondents’ political philosophy and ideology, which I then employ to 

theorize an emergent style of reactionary politics in contemporary America.   
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Although this analysis does not focus on deaths of despair, it is worth noting that my site 

(Arizona) has the powerful combination of deeply entrenched, sometimes extreme, right-wing 

politics and very high numbers of deaths of despair. As per the latter, four of Arizona’s fifteen 

counties—Apache, Gila, La Paz, and Navajo—are in the top-one percent of all U.S. counties for 

deaths of despair between 2012 and 2016. These counties have a distinct set of unifying 

characteristics. They each have an exceptionally large Native American populations, are very 

rural, older, poorer, and are extremely isolated with little access to resources (Bjorklund et al. 

2014). If we look further down the distribution, we see that Arizona has six counties in the top-

five percent of U.S. counties for deaths of despair. The two additional counties are Mohave and 

Yavapai—the research site for this chapter. Mohave and Yavapai counties are also older, more 

rural, and have large veteran populations, but are also the two whitest counties in the state (79 

and 82 percent). It is this overlapping set of contradictory conditions—very high deaths of 

despair, traditional working-class economic opportunities, and deeply entrenched 

conservatism—that defines Yavapai County as well as Prescott, my specific research site. 

My analysis proceeds in two parts. I will first describe the world view of my respondents 

across three inter-related dimensions: class (income and status), race/ethnicity, and gender. I 

break class into two components to 1) account for the multi-dimensional Weberian reality of 

social class; and 2) to highlight specific themes and processes that emerge within each 

component. 

Understanding the worldview of my respondents is a critical first step in my analysis 

because we cannot understand their politics of frustration and disengagement without first 

understanding their world view. I then use this worldview to build an understanding of my 
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respondents’ political ideology. During this process I will be attentive to if, and how, this 

generates a new, or intensified, variant of right-wing/reactionary political ideology.  

Income 

Many of my respondents, despite not possessing a college degree, were either fairing 

economically well, or were in the process of doing so. Part of this is location. Prescott offers an 

above-average level of traditional blue-collar opportunities: mining, wildland firefighting, 

manufacturing, construction, forestry, law enforcement, and so forth. Additionally, there are 

good service sector jobs in healthcare, given the large retirement community. My respondents 

were regularly making a living wage (defined as $15/hour or more) with several making well in 

the $20+ range. The “catch” with many of these good jobs is that they can be very hard to obtain 

and often require substantial physical ability and/or scheduling flexibility. As a result, countless 

similarly positioned men in the quad cities area are unable to achieve the same level of 

wages/income.  

“I owe my soul to the company store”50—The Specter of Debt 

The question of how “well” my respondents are (economically) faring became murkier 

once I inquired about wealth. Most had some degree of consumer debt, typically ranging from 

one to five thousand dollars. A few had very large debt amount, with one respondent having 

recently declared bankruptcy as a result of his divorce. Their small wealth profiles are perhaps 

not surprising given their age range (25-35). Neither is the fact that, like most working and 

middle-class Americans, few said they could weather a massive economic hit, like a job loss, or 

health crisis, without extensive economic readjustment. Nevertheless, the overall debt levels of 

                                                           
50 The quotes accompanying each section title are not derived from my interviews. They are sayings/phrases/lyrics 
intended to emphasize the theme of each sub-section. 
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my respondents were not above average/alarming. Several respondents even mentioned having 

ten to fifteen thousand dollars in savings.  

Questions about debt did elicit one interesting narrative. Respondents told a similar tale 

about amassing substantial consumer debt in their teens/early-twenties by purchasing houses, 

trucks, motorcycles, ATVs, jet skis, and other assorted “toys.” This eventually reached a 

breaking point where, in the best-case scenario, they had to sell everything, and in the worst-case 

scenario, they faced major consequences in the form of a low credit score, and for one 

respondent, bankruptcy. By the time I spoke with these men the vast majority had become 

financially solvent. Nonetheless, the experience greatly affected how they perceived debt in their 

own lives. The complete avoidance of future debt—unless it was for investment purposes—

served an integral part of how they defined success. This aligns with Prasad et al. (2016) who 

describe a white working-class morality of debt that structures a conservative political 

philosophy. In their research, respondents conceptualize conservative beyond 

traditionalist/status-quo lines to also mean frugal and economically sound. Avoiding debt and 

conspicuous consumption consequently becomes a model of long-term economic success that is 

further translated to their political philosophy. My respondents did not explicitly make this 

connection, but they did routinely reference debt as a ghost that haunts their economic 

existence—a force they must continually fight in order to get ahead.  

“You’ve got to ac-cent-tchu-ate the positive”—Cautious Optimism in 21st Century America 

Given their economic position and likely future trajectories, one might expect these men 

to be overly optimistic. This is partially true. It would be more apt to characterize their outlook 

as hardboiled and non-defeatist. They view life, and consequently the marketplace, as a rough 

arena, yet they are quick to note that jobs/opportunities are out there for everyone, but only if 
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you are smart, strive for it, and work hard. Doug, a former marine now working in aviation, 

summarizes this sentiment. When asked about whether there is opportunity to succeed in 

contemporary America, he draws a connection to the present with his lineage: 

“People like my dad/my family. Grew up in a no bedroom house. Now we’re 

doing okay. Dad got his GED, runs his own business now. We never accepted 

welfare, or anything. And that was from honesty and hard work. And I could tell 

you ten different stories of how that worked out. And ten different stories of how 

if didn’t work out because they didn’t care enough.” 

Noam, a surveyor, agrees, adding that he feels like he has more opportunity that his father: 

“The Baby Boomers worked, but they were provided for, so they then provided 

for us which is why we’re so fucking lazy. All the opportunities are still there. 

We’re just not willing to go get it. I feel like there’s going be huge voids in the 

market for professionals because kids are so fucking lazy. Although I was 

surprised when I went up NAU graduation (for his then wife) there were like 74 

doctorates or something that walked. Like 3200 kids total. A lot of people still 

willing to go out there and go after it.” 

As a result, few of my respondents were supportive of the idea that America should emphasize 

bringing back traditional “good” manufacturing jobs from abroad. They felt that this ship has 

sailed and there were plenty of opportunities out there, even if the making ends meet had gotten 

harder. To them, that meant you needed to fight harder, do whatever it takes (like moving to 

work on oil rigs or joining the military) and be smarter. For instance, Drew, a repair technician, 

argues that while things have become different, opportunities are still out there if you are willing 

to aspire:  
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“There are different opportunities now. My parents were kind of in their prime for 

a while and things have gone down since then, but it’s still there. People lost so 

much in 2007 and 2008. It didn’t really affect me a whole lot but a lot of people 

lost. But people kind of played off the economy and didn’t really try because that 

was going on—and still aren’t. There are jobs out there. We can’t find good 

technicians and people say there aren’t jobs out there. People have gotten lazy is 

what it is.” 

Others note that what matters most is becoming cleverer and making the “right” decisions when 

the time presents itself. As Roland, a facilities manager, claims: 

“I think it (success) has more to do with making the right decisions. My friend 

was in Phoenix doing his own thing and had an opportunity to work up here (in 

Prescott). And for me, I had to give up the business I built for 5-6 years that was 

just starting to take off to do my current job and that was the right decision. 

Sometimes you have make that opportunity. Every time I went to pick up a check 

(for doing side jobs at the place he now currently works) I would joke about 

whether they were going hire me.”  

Karl, a bartender, offers an additional approach, positing that you must become deft to survive in 

the modern market. That “you got to roll with the times. Starting your own Wal-Mart right now 

is a bad idea. If you’re shaping your future with the way things are going, I would say you have 

as much opportunity to succeed with things that haven’t been claimed.” Both quotes illuminate 

that, for these men, opportunity appears to be as strong as ever. The fact that this might require 

additional effort is not alarmingly or depressing. It is in line with the competitive nature of life. 
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 “The game is out there. And it’s either play or get played”51—Investor Logic & Success 

Perhaps the most interesting opportunity narrative to emerge was an “investor logic” 

predicated on a game metaphor. This was clearly the most hardboiled narrative. Respondents 

held the idea that opportunity abounded, but that the marketplace was a game, not unlike 

Monopoly, and the goal was not simply to survive, but to thrive. This was contrasted against 

their parents and grandparents who existed under an industrial logic, where you work a job, 

make a decent living, save a little bit, and retire modestly. As Mikey explains, “I’m no longer on 

the model where I’m going to work for a place for twenty years and retire. I’m on the model 

where over the next fifteen years we’re going to be investing every extra dollar into real estate 

and by the time we’re in our 40s working will be an option.” Mikey is building off the notion 

that anyone can make it in America, but they must have the right mind set/attitude. It is not 

simply about getting a job, saving, and then retiring. That is what his parents did, and he thinks it 

was imprudent—in fact, he chides them, remarking that “they never invested their money.” For 

him, and others like him, upward mobility is about playing a cutthroat game of investment akin 

to Monopoly. Therefore he does not hold “rich people” in contempt for being “smart” with their 

money (i.e., being frugal). Instead, he sees this as financial literacy—an attitude and set of skills 

he can adopt to facilitate his upward mobility: 

“They’re doing what they’re doing (being frugal) because they realize no one if 

looking out for you and they want to live a certain lifestyle…and this whole thing 

is a game. And they’re really good at that part of the game. At collecting 

Monopoly money. And it’s like I struggled with money my whole life and now 

I’m starting to not struggle and it’s because I’ve learned from these people. 

                                                           
51 Omar, Season 1, Episode 8. 
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There’s something to this, it’s more than these guys are just assholes and they 

should pay more taxes. No, there’s something to this (their mindset and behavior) 

because even me, I’m an employee, and I have used their principles with money 

to get myself in a much better position.”  

Noam, a surveyor who took over for his father, seconds this narrative:  

“(my dad) did all this shit for people that were buying this land and selling it. It’s 

like, why don’t we buy a piece of land and do this? And he never really had the 

mindset. I don’t know if that’s because how he was raised, or it was more like you 

go to work all day, you do your thing, you save, and you don’t take risks with 

your money. I’m trying to save up like ten, twenty thousand and buy a piece of 

land somewhere. Fuckin’ roll the bones, try and split that bitch up, sell it in a few 

pieces. Turn that twenty grand into sixty. You turn twenty into sixty that’s a huge 

profit. Hell of a lot more than the two thousand we charged them to do the survey. 

It’s like you gotta think bigger to earn bigger.” 

As mentioned, this investor logic is built on a hardened view of life that makes possible a game 

metaphor of markets. This a game of winners and losers, and it is either play or get played. 

Trapper, a law enforcement officer, lays this out in stark, historically rooted terms: 

“The constitution doesn’t promise everything to be fair. It doesn’t promise 

opportunities. It promises protection and that nobody can discriminate against 

you. And that’s pretty much it. Everything else is on you…we’re almost doing too 

much to make everything equal. Because not everyone is equal and you can’t 

force someone into giving you opportunities because then what’s the point of 

freedom?” 
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“Dream a little dream of me”—The American Dream 

Visions and narratives of opportunity ultimately shape how these men conceptualize the 

American Dream. Their definition of the American Dream reflects their economic standing, fears 

of debt, and conceptualization of the contemporary marketplace. Terms commonly used by my 

respondents to describe the American Dream ranged from: stability, autonomy, being 

comfortable, working for yourself, taking care of kids/loved one, and not having debt. Similar to 

their feelings about opportunity, my respondents conceptualize the American Dream in a 

competitive zero-sum manner. The “dream” of everyone becoming successful simply because 

they tried does not apply anymore—and this is okay for my respondents because it more closely 

reflects their competitive conceptualization of life. These men appear to understand that working 

hard and expecting a retirement is no longer enough. Nevertheless, some sort of an American 

“dream” can be achieved, however you must play the game hard and smart.52 As Alex, a long-

time bartender/manager, explains: 

“You don’t just get anything handed to on a silver platter unless you grew up 

crazy rich. Look at all the poor people unwilling to work for it and crying about it. 

As long as you’re willing to work you’ll be happy and successful. The alleged 

American Dream is more than money, it’s about comfort, happiness. I’ll never be 

rich, but I can still do what I want. Go to Mexico for vacation every couple 

months. Hang out with friends. Have freedom to do what I want.” 

  

 

                                                           
52 Some respondents also described a dream that was either vague (“it’s whatever you make it”) or non-economic 
(“living in the freest county on earth”). These men They did not appear to cluster occupationally or ideologically and 
it was difficult to ascertain whether these men were economically struggling relative to their peers in the sample.  
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“It's a sin to be rich, but it's a low-down shame to be poor”— Aspiration & Integrity 

My respondents’ characterizations of opportunity and the American Dream are heavily 

laced with moralistic undertones that often emphasize hard-work, self-reliance, and dignity. This 

is in line with extant research, namely Lamont (2000), that details how white working-class men 

draw the symbolic boundaries that characterize their mental map of the world. Briefly, symbolic 

boundaries are “conceptual distinctions made by social actors…(that) separate people into 

groups and generate feelings of similarity and group membership” (Lamont and Molnar 

2002:168). These distinctions can be based on a myriad of non-exclusive conditions, like taste, 

taboos, and cultural attitudes and behavior. While symbolic, and thus ultimately ephemeral, 

symbolic boundaries are nonetheless be made real through group interaction and institutional 

structuration. Symbolic boundaries are therefore often at the heart of justifications for the 

unequal allocation of resources within major institutions in society. Massey (2007:18) expertly 

summarizes this: “Stratification stems from a social process wherein individuals form categorical 

mental representations of in-groups and out-groups through framing; translate these 

representations into social categories through boundary work.”  

Lamont (2000) argues that the white working-class men in her study use self-worth as an 

alternative measuring stick than wealth or education. In other words, they use morals and 

integrity to compensate for their lacking material foundation.53 While I agree that this is a 

possibility for my respondents, I argue that my respondents are not using hard work and self-

reliance to re-orient the class/status hierarchy because they feel locked in place. Nor are they re-

defining success/adulthood along non-monetary lines, like raising kids, getting married, or 

simply being able to trust people, as Silva (2012) finds. Most of these men are living comfortably 

                                                           
53 For further reference see the bar scene in “Good Will Hunting” (1997) in which Matt Damon’s character responds 
“at least I won’t be unoriginal” to the suggestion that while he might be smart, he will never have status and wealth. 
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and will probably be fine in the long run. Similarly, while my respondents put primacy on hard 

work, they do not abhor individuals who perform occupation in which they do not “make 

something.”54 So while there is virtue in sweating, you are a sap if you die sweating. As such, 

these men are highly aspirational and they regularly see entrepreneurship, real estate, and stocks 

as acceptable means to an end; however, they do not have the start-up capital, so they are going 

to work hard to obtain it and work smart to ensure that their newly acquired capital yields a large 

return.  

As a result, the goal for many of my respondents to be at least upper-middle class. For 

example, Noam—who previously explained his desire to start buying and selling real estate—

provided a semi-aspirational example of an acquaintance who he claimed had invested his 

student loans in the stock market:  

“He’s a pretty cool dude. A little bit douchey or whatever. He was willing to take 

risk, work for it, and go after it. Fuck ya, he got it. Like now he’s got a super hot 

ass girlfriend with big tits, his house, his car, and he goes to parties in Scottsdale. 

That’s kinda the American Dream right there…take out huge student loans, don’t 

go to school, invest in the stock market. Boom. My wife took out huge student 

loans and partied with them. What was the point of that? Now we owe like ten 

thousand dollars from your partying.” 

Noam’s quote highlights on caveat, hence why I used the phrase “semi-aspirational.” The goal is 

to make it, but to not be a “spoiled rich dick.” The aspiration of many of these men is to make it 

entirely on their own yet maintain their humbleness and integrity. Several respondents mentioned 

acquaintances in the real estate business (a large industry in Prescott) who had translated hard 

                                                           
54 An excellent example of this make vs. take debate is Martin Sheen and Michael Douglas in “Wall Street” (1987). 
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work and smart investment into upward mobility. These were “admirable” rich people because 

they did not flaunt their wealth or their status. A common phrase was that these people were 

“rich, but you would never know it.” To be sure, this partially aligns with Lamont (2000:120) 

who argues that “workers appreciate one category of wealthy people: those who ‘worked their 

way up and remember where they came from’…(and) by subordinating social status to what they 

perceive to be the ‘real’ value of a person, workers create the possibility of locating themselves 

at the top the hierarchy.” Yet, as elaborated above, my respondents are not critical of ambition. 

In contrast to Lamont’s respondents they do not seem to think that ambition makes you lose sight 

of what is important in life. Likewise, they are also not critical of competition. Both ambition 

and competition are immutable facts of life and therefore cornerstones of a “good” work-ethic 

and a resultant dignified life.  

Ultimately, while my respondents may display an above-average degree of economic 

stability for their demographic, the interpretation of their current and future economic position, 

debt, and overall opportunity draws attention to a hardboiled worldview, a zero-sum “game” in 

which atomized individuals compete for survival. This vision greatly informs my respondents’ 

worldview along another salient societal dimension: status/prestige. In the following section I 

will therefore discuss how my respondents conceptualize status and position themselves in the 

status hierarchy.  

Status 

Competition over worth/prestige/honor—status—shapes the struggle for scarce resources 

and is thus a critical component of a stratification system (Ridgeway 2014). Status operates as a 

social category characterized by differing degrees of competence, value, and worth. Out-groups 

are regularly categorized along the interrelated dimensions of warmth and competence and these 
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feelings stem from perceived status and competition (Fiske 2002). Moreover, morality often 

becomes a tool by which groups relationally define competence, value, and worth. Categorically 

defining worth/value and tying that to the distribution of resources is an important way in which 

inequalities durable (Tilly 1998). The ability to define the characteristics of one’s status 

community is consequently paramount; however, this is a continuous struggle shaped by the 

asymmetrical distribution of power in society. Symbolic boundaries are one valuable way to 

understand and examine how groups relationally define themselves and how these definitions 

operate within larger institutions and systems.  

The symbolic boundaries my respondents draw between themselves and people higher 

than them in the status hierarchy (i.e., those with a college degree) and lower than them (i.e., 

poor people) reflect and build upon the themes of hard-work and self-sufficiency discussed in the 

previous section on income. A unifying moral code begins to emerge from this boundary making 

process, which I describe in detail in the following sub-sections. 

“I’m a working man. My boss does the supposing”— Education and Status Competition 

Education is a key category on which my respondents stand out. They have racial and 

gender privilege, and they can make decent incomes, yet they do not have a college degree. The 

interrelationship between education, occupation, and prestige means that these men tend to exist 

in historical paradox of lower status—despite their advantageous race, gender, and sometimes 

income. In the industrial era of their fathers/grandfathers this was less of a concern because these 

men were able to obtain a strong and stable standard of living. Post-industrialism changed this. 

In the wake of skill biased technological change, a dual economy has emerged, making college a 

stronger indicator of economic success and status. The relative stagnation in educational 
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attainment since 1990 has intensified this boundary.55 Furthermore, possessing a college degree 

has come to be a strong indicator of politics—i.e., the sorting of college graduates into the 

Democratic Party—as well as individual health outcomes, as the previous chapter demonstrated.  

Feelings of status disrespect and cognitive anxiety are therefore nothing new for white 

working-class men. My respondents made near continuous reference to this distinction in their 

interactions with me. While I am demographically identical to these men, we differ on an 

important social-economic dimension in contemporary America: college education. The phrases 

“I’m not an expert”, “I don’t know what I’m talking about”, “I can’t really speak for others” 

appeared in nearly every interview—despite respondents being repeatedly instructed that this 

was an interview to ascertain their opinions about themselves and contemporary America.   

Feeling disrespected and unvalued also characterized the boundaries these men draw 

against other groups in society and the virtues they co-opt to position themselves higher up on 

the status hierarchy. As much as my respondents would use deferential phrases to qualify 

statements about broad questions, they would—unsolicited—remind me of how well they are 

doing without a college degree. This would be often be interlaced with rhetoric that college is a 

waste of time and money, a way to perpetuate adolescence, a place where you get a “piece of 

paper” yet ultimately know nothing, and a place where you become indoctrinated.    

Interestingly, these men do not generally reside in industries and occupations where 

college degrees are common or overly valued. For instance, when asked about whether having a 

college degree would have changed his life, Roland states “Nobody gives a shit on a construction 

crew if you have a degree. In that line of work a construction license is kinda like a degree.” 

Nonetheless, there was an implied sense of tension that manifested itself in their comments that 

                                                           
55 https://www.hamiltonproject.org/charts/the_education_wage_premium_contributes_to_wage_inequality 
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the value of college is over-rated, or that college was only worthwhile under certain conditions—

like getting a highly functional/technical (and thus readily employable) degree. For example, 

Karl, a college dropout and convicted felon who is currently a bartender, feels like he is at an 

advantage, stating that “One of my friends is working at a pizza place. Got a degree in history to 

be a teacher and that didn’t work out. Kids that I went to school with…I probably make more 

than they do with their degrees. They’ve been through more jobs since college than me”  

Mikey, who had recently obtained a technical certificate from a community college, 

builds off this, arguing that college is useful, but only under strict conditions: 

“A lot of people go to college for the wrong reasons. Because their parents told 

them to, or because they were told that’s the only way to be successful when 

that’s obviously not the case. There are numerous benefits to college, but there are 

a ton of downsides. And if you’re not very smart and you jump in over your head 

and get a liberal arts degree and you’re $50,000 in debt, well what did you just 

do? You just made yourself an indentured servant. You have to pay that money 

back and the free market does not give a fuck if you can get a job or not. That is 

something you have to think about beforehand. I don’t ever want to dictate what 

people do. I think people should do what they feel best. But in terms of making 

smart decisions and ending up a good place after college, you have to really 

consider what you’re going for, why you’re going, and what the ultimate goal is. 

When you break it down, the ultimate goal is to make more money than you 

would have without it (the degree). And if you can’t then what’s the point? You 

have this worthless piece of paper.” 



132 

 

Some respondents were more direct in their frustration of educational status boundaries, 

describing feelings of unwarranted shame for not having a degree, which perplexed them given 

the circumstances they felt like it took for them to earn their wages. Luke, who worked as a 

framer, described a scenario of going to the bank on pay day and feeling like he was being 

silently judged for being blue-collar and how it made him feel like trade jobs are being unfairly 

looked down upon. As he states, “…(like) going to the bank to cash my check. I’m dirty. The 

bank teller looks me up and down like I’m a scum bag. It’s like I worked very hard for the 

money I’m about to get. Everybody works for what they got. At least I’m working. And I don’t 

put down college at all, but I also think that anyone who works a trade job shouldn’t be looked 

down upon.” Thus, for Luke and others like him, they may not be “book smart.” but they are just 

as smart with what they know. Most importantly, they know how to “work” and therefore have 

dignity, which I explore in more detail in the next section.  

“Get A Job, You’ll Show up”—The Virtue of Sweat 

“Hard work” is the primary currency by which my respondents evaluate themselves and 

the symbolic boundary by which they distinguish other groups. This a moralistic boundary, 

which is common for symbolic boundaries, especially those between different social classes and 

status groups (Lamont 2000). My respondents, like the working men in Lamont (2000), 

consistently emphasize work-ethic in the how they define themselves, their peers, and outside 

groups. Having a job, “contributing,” and “powering through” (i.e. going to work regardless of 

circumstances) all served as markers of worth. As such, hard work becomes the solution to life’s 

problems and the metric by which you evaluate yourself and others. Mixed with a strong dose of 

masculinity, it becomes a point of pride to “power through” and go work, e.g., be sick, yet still 
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show up. One can conceptualize this in a classic Protestant work-ethic kind of way where only 

labor will grant you salvation.   

Building from this, my respondents use work-ethic to claim competence, worth, and 

value in a larger social structure that puts primacy on educational credentials. In describing his 

general complaints with “people his age”, Luke notes a general decline in work ethic, stating:  

“I see it a lot in kids, just hard work period. I think every child should work a year 

construction. I learned a lot…a bunch of asshole bosses…but I learned how to 

work some hard, down and dirty jobs A lot of kids are told to go to college and 

they’ll get this nice easy job, but a lot of times those jobs don’t exist in the real 

world so you might have to go work that down and dirty job or go home and 

collect unemployment.” 

“Such a little bitch”—Work-ethic, Victimhood, and Entitlement 

The steadfast work ethic of my respondents serves a foundation from which they can 

claim value in class/status hierarchy. It also, according to them, unambiguously makes them not 

like rich or poor people. Having a “good work-ethic” not only means you work hard, but that you 

know how to work. Put differently, knowing how to work means you do not complain, you do 

not make excuses, you hustle, and perhaps above all, you do not ask for help/handouts or special 

treatment—put bluntly, you are not an entitled person.56 

These behavioral traits are the mark of an entitled person, or what was often referred to as 

a “little bitch.” A “little bitch” is someone who shirks responsibility, takes the easy way out, runs 

away from a challenging situation, always has an excuse/unwilling to “power through,” is never 

there when you need them, and expects other people to bail them out. Bryce, a firearm 

                                                           
56 As one respondent said, entitled people operated under the mentality of “I showed up to work, pay me.”  
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wholesaler, describes this type of individual as a person who doesn’t realize their lazy and thinks 

“they’re stuck in a situation that they can’t change, but it’s a situation they put themselves in. 

They can easily get out of it, but they don’t. They just like to bitch and complain.” Paul, a 

construction worker, sheds further light onto this. When contemplating whether or not to skip 

work and “wallow” in his hangover, he concludes “I just think of some dude in a foxhole who 

hasn’t slept in like six days and someone is trying to fuckin’ kill him…I can hack a hangover, 

bro.”   

Being “raised right” is a big part of how one learns to not be a “little bitch.” Drew 

explains how one learns this via manual labor and connects it using with a similar military 

metaphor as Paul: 

“I feel our generation…they don’t know what manual labor is. If there was to be a 

world war we’d be done for because these younger kids…they wouldn’t know 

what to do. Not saying I necessarily would, but I wouldn’t be running and hiding. 

It’s kinda scary. Back in the day when the draft happened, they didn’t want it, but 

at the same time they maned up and made something happen. I feel like that 

wouldn’t happen today. I think that all (standing up when called) comes from 

being raised right. Like you said, your grandpa would make you go work in the 

yard and realize what it’s like to work hard ya know? That’s a big thing. It teaches 

you…(and) that part is not there for the younger generation. They wouldn’t know 

what to do if they couldn’t work on computers or sit at a desk. They’d be lost.” 

“Little bitch” is clearly related to other symbolic tools of male-on-male domination, such as the 

word “fag” (Pascoe 2005). “Little bitch” plays off the same notions of toughness and stoicism 

inherent in dominant masculinity. Furthermore, the addition of “little” highlights a clear 
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gendered undertone. Nevertheless, I argue the phrase “little bitch” is less confined to 

gender/sexuality than the word “fag” because “little bitch” means more than being effeminate—a 

cornerstone of homophobic slurs (Anderson 2008). Fundamentally, a “little bitch” is someone 

with no moral fortitude and is a “weasel” in every aspect of their life. To elaborate, in addition to 

being weak and having zero resilience, a “little bitch” never buys a round, shows up to the party 

with only enough beer for themselves, never volunteers to take the heavy end of something, and 

always has an excuse—a reason why they are a “victim.” This type of person is ultimately 

content letting others carry their weight, in fact, they might even feel entitled to it because they 

have adopted a “victimhood mentality.” For my respondents, this is a flawed personality that 

transcends race, class, or gender. 

Thus what ultimately sets these men them apart from other groups is that they know how 

to work—they are not “little bitches” who feel victimized by the world and entitled to other 

people’s things, time, or effort. In contrast, the poor do not know how to work, instead they 

willingly “mooch off the system,” sometimes doing it with pride. Tim, a salesman, encapsulates 

this sentiment:  

“I’ve definitely had friends/acquaintances that said ‘I’m going just fuckin take 

unemployment. All I have to do is apply to X amount of jobs, so they’ll apply to 

jobs they know they’re not going to get and get a paycheck. I think that’s fucked 

up because it’s at the expense of everybody else. I don’t want to get up and work 

either. But also, even though I could probably go up and collect unemployment 

and do the same thing they did, I would never do that. I’d like to have a little more 

self-respect. I’m an able-bodied seaman, I can work, I can take care of myself. 

And without a doubt, a lot of people take advantage of that stuff.”  
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Similarly, “college kids” do not know how to work. Like the poor, they too want the easy way 

out, which is why they graduate and then expect the world to give them an easy, well-paying job. 

As Drew, an automotive technician, argues:  

“I think our generation relies a lot on college education. Once you’re out of 

college then what? I have a handful of friends that have gone to school, finished, 

then got more school and still don’t have a steady job. I’m not saying that’s not 

working hard (going to school) but you can’t just go to school and expect that to 

carry you. You still have to go through the workforce and get where you want to 

be.” 

Tim concurs. When comparing himself to his fiancé (a recent college graduate) he says:  

“We make about the same amount of money, but she has a shitload of debt—

although she does have more job security (she teaches at a local private 

elementary school). I know a lot of people with college educations that are in the 

same boat as I am. Make the same amount of money. I don’t know that many 

people (who graduated college) that are doing exactly what they want to do. That 

just seems like a pretty flawed thing to think that because you have a college 

degree, you’re going get a job in your field. You’ll have a leg up for sure, but it’s 

not going be handed to you just because you have a degree.” 

Another element of poor people and “college kids” not knowing how to work is that they expect 

others to help them out and are even content with living in the shadow of someone else, i.e. 

letting other people pay your bills. Many men categorized this as abhorrent. They linked letting 

others take care of you to willingly living like an animal. This makes sense since work-ethic and 

dignity are so interwoven that one begets the other. As a result, being content with “just 
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surviving” and not aspiring to more is the mark of an individual with zero dignity, and 

consequently no work-ethic (and vice versa). And it is this lack of dignity that leads someone to 

expect another person to take care of them—i.e. entitlement. 

One illustrative example was the fifteen-dollar minimum wage movement that was in the 

public discourse circa 2015. Almost all my respondents had a negative visceral reaction to this 

debate. A common thread was that minimum wage jobs, like fast food, are temporary and 

unenjoyable because they are stepping-stone in your aspirations. The push for fifteen dollars 

therefore seemed ludicrous, entitled, and ultimately, counterproductive. When asked for his take 

regarding minimum wage protests, Alex succinctly declared, “These people are retarded. It’s not 

a career job. That’s why you’re going to see it all go automated.” Mikey provides additional 

detail, asserting that:  

“You have all these people shouting higher wages, and I’m saying higher wages 

are good if you’re worth that higher wage. If you’re working at McDonald’s 

maybe you shouldn’t get paid $15/hour. Maybe you should suffer a little making 

$8/hour until you say I fucking hate this, I’m getting my fucking ass in school. Or 

I’ve got this great idea for a business, app, product, whatever and use that to get 

out of your situation. You’re not supposed to get to the second rung of the ladder 

and fucking stay there. And there are lots of people who do. And this whole 

notion of making people who made better decisions pay people who make bad 

decisions, or have not yet made the right decisions, is wrong.” 

Karl corroborates this sentiment, stating that: 

“I don’t think your job warrants getting paid $15/hour. Flipping burgers, pushing 

buttons. Even the soda dispensers are automatic. I’ve seen most of the people who 
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work at McDonalds. If they had their high school diplomas they could probably 

get paid more. But then there’s people that work at McDonalds, and other places 

just to make enough to live. They should get paid more. They’re obviously trying 

to support a family or whatever. But the people who just work at McDonalds and 

that’s all they do. Just fuck off, I don’t feel for those people who don’t want 

anything more for their life, have no desire to another job to supplement their 

income.”  

“College kids” demonstrate a similar lack of personal responsibility and foresight as poor people, 

thereby putting them in analogous situations that could have been avoided, like post-college 

unemployment. Also like poor people, the shoddy work-ethic of “college kids” generates a sense 

of entitlement and victimhood. As Neil, a veteran who now works in aviation, emphatically 

declares:  

“Occupy (Wall-Street) was just retarded. When guys are standing out there with 

signs like ‘hey, pay my college loans back.’ No, that’s on you. When guys are 

fresh out of college and can’t find a job, yeah that sucks, but it’s not the 

governments fault. They shouldn’t be held accountable for your student loans 

because you couldn’t find a job. Yeah, if you go to college you should be able to 

find a job, but that’s not how it works sometimes. Whatever Occupy started as it 

ended as joke…just guys looking for a handout.” 

Neil also draws a parallel between himself and these individuals, saying that “If you can’t pay 

for college there’s always the military. That was my thing, I fucked up in high school. My 

parents told me if I didn’t get the grades to get a scholarship I’m not going to college. They 



139 

 

couldn’t pay for it. My sister got the grades. I didn’t. Do I want to stay in town and work 

construction, or do I want to go to college somewhere?” 

“I will not trade my freedom for beneficence, nor my dignity for a handout”—Welfare & Pride  

These men ultimately take massive pride in not expecting help and “sticking it out” till 

they make it. They take a similar level of pride in not accepting help—especially from the 

government. A frequent narrative that emerged in my interviews was how respondents and their 

parents willingly refused government aid, which elevated their moral standing because it went 

hand-in-hand with work-ethic and dignity. This strong moral significance placed on not taking 

public assistance is a longstanding reality in literature on (white) working-class Americans (Chen 

2015). Prasad et al. (2016) expand this further to feelings about debt and redistributive policies in 

general. They argue that apprehension to redistributive policies and deficit spending are related 

to an economic model of success—of “walking the line”—in which avoiding debt and 

maintaining self-sufficiency is paramount. 

In slight contrast to this research, not accepting (government) aid was more than 

economic anxiety for my respondents. Avoiding aid was about dignity and freedom and was 

therefore a critical issue that defined who you were as person, whether rich or poor. As a result, 

those above and below my respondents in the status hierarchy served as targets for this critique. 

Drew sums this sentiment up. When asked if there are people who unfairly benefit in society, he 

explains:   

“There are people that are going take advantage of both sides. People who are 

given money from the get-go. They’re going take advantage and keep taking 

money freely. And people at the bottom are given little bits but are still going take 

advantage and keep taking it. On both ends, rich or poor, if you were to pull that 
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away from them, and I’m talking able bodied people, it’s going make them do 

something. Until that happens, people on both sides of the spectrum are going 

take advantage. If you were raised that you can take advantage of the system you 

will keep doing it…once you get something for free you’ll keep doing it” 

He then draws a hard line between these types of people and himself and his parents:  

“Like my parents weren’t rich so my dad had it rough for a while. There were 

four of us kids in a three-bedroom house in Phoenix for a while and so he 

definitely had to work for it. Honestly, I couldn’t tell you if my parents were ever 

on food stamps or whatever. If they were, they never made it known. But they 

never said do this (take benefits) if you’re in a bad spot. They taught me if you 

need something work for it. If you don’t have parents who tell you that you can 

get somewhere then you’ll never know…(and) I don’t regret dropping out of high 

school. I wouldn’t have done it if I didn’t have a job lined up. My parents 

wouldn’t have let me. But there’s so many people who drop out and do nothing 

and have this mindset that because of that they can’t get anywhere and then it 

snowballs and they pass that on to their kids. It all comes down to how you raise 

your kids. You can be born into poverty, but if your parents teach you, if you have 

the will. There’s plenty of stories out there of people making something from 

nothing. That’s just rare today. It’s easier to not do anything and there are so 

many people okay with just getting by” 

Underpinning this pride was the view that it is not society’s responsibility to look out for them. 

Roland spells this out clearly, “Outside of my family, I don’t expect anyone to help me with 

anything...because nobody should. I’m not their responsibility. I don’t expect anyone to help me 



141 

 

out…which, I think, is why I’ve never felt let down by anymore in my life.” There is related 

“animalistic” dependency undertone that often pervades conversations about social 

assistance/welfare (Gilens 1999; Murray 1984). In public discourse this manifests itself as the 

“don’t feed the bears, they will become dependent” metaphor. For example, former Florida 

congressman John Mica famously used this metaphor on the floor of the U.S. House of 

Representatives in 1995 during debates over welfare reform, i.e., the Personal Responsibility and 

Work Opportunity Act (PRWORA). After taking the floor, Congressman Mica proclaimed: 

“I represent Florida where we have many lakes and natural reserves. If you visit 

these areas, you may see a sign like this that reads ‘Don’t Feed the Alligators.’ 

We post these signs for several reasons. First, because if left in a natural state, 

alligators can fend for themselves. They work, gather food, and care for their 

young. Secondly, we post these warnings because unnatural feeding and artificial 

care creates dependency. When dependency sets in these otherwise able alligators 

can no longer survive on their own. Now I know people are not alligators, but I 

submit to you that with our current hand-out, non-work welfare system we’ve 

upset the natural order. Where we’ve failed to understand the simple warnings 

signs. We’ve created a system of dependency. The author of our Declaration of 

Independence, Thomas Jefferson, said it best in three words: dependence begets 

servitude. Let’s head these warnings. Today we have a chance to restore this 

natural order, to break the chain of dependency, and stop the enslavement of 

another generation of Americans.”57 

                                                           
57 https://www.c-span.org/video/?c4499239/user-clip-feed-alligators 



142 

 

Drew echoes this sentiment, however he expands it beyond poor people to include rich people, 

who have, in his view, been given things “for free.” This has naturally made them dependent and 

they wind up accepting a version of servitude/enslavement. Mikey builds off Congressman 

Mica’s ideas, explaining that by assuming responsibility for people, social policy too often 

facilitates questionable behavior and prevents people from experiencing the natural progression 

of hardship and perseverance:  

“I do not believe it is societies’ job to take care of a person making bad choices or 

continue to sustain that person, because that’s essentially what it is. You’re 

sustaining their lifestyle. Again, sometimes the best thing people can experience 

is to suffer. It sounds cruel and I’m not trying to say it to be cruel. I’m saying it as 

a person who’s suffering probably helped them more than anything. I said I don’t 

want to ever be here again.”  

Ultimately then, the vast majority of my respondents contend that people can, and should, fend 

for themselves. If given too much undue support they will become dependent, which is 

dangerous. As Congressman Mica noted, this violates the philosophy of  Jefferson, a founding 

father—a relevant point for many of my respondents—who said, “dependence begets 

subservience and venality, suffocates the germ of virtue, and prepares fit tools for the designs of 

ambition.”58 Animalistic (read: pet) metaphors seem to naturally emerge from this set of values. 

Animals are dependent, therefore, to be a human is to be independent. Independent people aspire 

to bigger and better things, they are not content with “surviving,” or letting someone else foot the 

bill. To willingly live a subsistence and/or subservient life is a colossal violation of the moral 

code many of my respondents hold and thus a key characteristic of being a “little bitch.”  

                                                           
58 From Notes on the State of Virginia, Query XIX 
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The irony is that my respondents also provided countless examples about receiving help 

from family and friends: help getting a house, finding a job, or weathering a bad moment.59 This 

was acceptable and condoned because they felt they needed it because they were making good 

decisions, not trying to sustain bad choices. This is key distinction for many of these men. As 

one respondent put it, “sometimes I’ve needed a helping hand, but it comes down to lending a 

helping hand and sustaining someone’s lifestyle of making bad decisions.” Another important 

factor that allowed for these men to accept support was that it did not come from the 

government. When my respondents described receiving help they often made explicit and 

repeated efforts to address internalized feelings of stigma by 1) downplaying the impact, or 

duration, of help; 2) stating that they did not ask for it; and 3) noting that they only used it as a 

last resort. 

The seemingly contradictory feelings about government versus non-governmental 

assistance aligns with similar research (Chen 2015) and illuminates one potential reason why 

social programs struggle to achieve full coverage. Many of my respondents were favorable to the 

idea of churches and non-profits administering a larger share of social assistance in America. 

One respondent emphasized that this was a primary reason he belonged to one of the local 

fraternal organizations. He highlighted the money and food they had raised in charity over the 

previous year. He was deeply proud of this fact and felt this fit along with his overall small-

government philosophy.  

“What kind of man are you?”—Towards a Consensus 

At this point, taking income and status together, we see a collection of individuals who 

are faring okay economically and are optimistic/aspirational. Yet, this is a hardboiled brand of 

                                                           
59 Above and beyond the irony of possessing various over-lapping privileges that have undoubtedly facilitated their 
socio-economic attainment and provided them, and their families, with health and safety.  
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optimism. We see elements of this perspective shape how these men position themselves in the 

overall classs hierarchy. Their value, competence, and worth are defined by their ability to know 

how to work—i.e., how to not be a “little bitch.” This phrase, “little bitch,” is a concept that 

transcends the type of labor someone performs to define how one lives their life. Are you 

responsible (go to work every day no matter what)? Are you self-sufficient (always pull your 

weight and avoid government benefits or debt)? Or are you the type of person who complains, 

shirks responsibility, comes up with excuses, acts like a “weasel,” and feels victimized and 

entitled to other people’s resources? If the former, then you are not beholden to anyone, and 

therefore possess the ultimate dignity.  

As mentioned, gender cannot be ignored in this equation. The link between autonomy 

and dignity is clearly about control/dominance—a key tenant of (white) masculinity. Having 

debt means you lack control, taking benefits is admitting you are not in control, and feeling 

resigned to your place and not aspiring for more means you have conceded control.60 As one 

respondent exclaimed, “I don’t really rely on people since I moved out of my parents. I don’t like 

being dependent on others. Makes me feel not in control.” Building from this, the next two 

sections will explore how these symbolic boundaries, epitomized via the term “little bitch”, 

structure my respondents views on race/ethnicity and gender.  

Race/Ethnicity 

The distinctions elaborated above influence my respondent’s opinions about 

race/ethnicity in contemporary America and subsequently play an integral role in the relational 

process by which these men position themselves vis-à-vis non-whites. In drawing boundaries 

between themselves and non-white groups (primarily Blacks and Hispanics), my respondents 

                                                           
60 Control, or lack thereof, is a unifying theme behind newer phrases intended to sanction less-dominant men, such 
as “cuck”, “beta male, “soy boy” and “simp.” 
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tended to use the same symbolic boundary applied to poor people and “college kids,” i.e., the 

“little bitch.” A common theme was a shared lack of work-ethic, and thus entitlement, amongst 

these groups that purged their dignity, and thus made them appropriate for status devaluation. Of 

note was that this boundary was not applied evenly across racial/ethnic groups. Blacks were, by 

far, the overwhelming recipients of this label, while Hispanics were almost universally described 

as worthy of respect. The following sub-sections detail these findings.  

“The Cadillac Queen”—Black Americans, Welfare, and “Victim Mentality” 

Black/white relations were of relevance and concern during the summer of 2015 when 

my interviews were conducted. Obama had been re-elected and his second term was winding 

down, Black Lives Matter was beginning to gain traction, and there had been recent uprisings in 

Ferguson and Baltimore surrounding issues of police violence. The anxieties, fears, and 

frustrations over these events spilled over into various parts of my interviews. What was 

interesting was that contact with Black people was minimal to none for many of these men. 

Arizona is less than two-percent Black, and Yavapai County is less than one percent. 

Nonetheless, topics and concerns related to Black people frequently emerged.  

In a nutshell, a common sentiment was that Blacks are generally too dependent on 

someone else for their livelihood (like the State). Moreover, my respondents appear to feel that 

Black people willingly choose to do this and/or are content with this situation. In the eyes of my 

respondents his is a refusal to take responsibility for your life (because there is equal 

opportunity) and therefore reflects a substandard work-ethic, and ultimately lack of dignity. 

These factors, as established above, are ultimately associated with having a “victim mentality” 

and feeling entitled—two things that disqualify you from obtaining the label of worthy and 

honorable in their book.  
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The question of reparations, a topic that was in the news during my time period, 

illustrated many of these thoughts. Harry, a welder, provides an illustrative example: “I don’t 

think anyone who has not actually lived through it should get money. That’s definitely the 

entitlement factor. To me it’s a fuckin’ miracle we even exist on this planet. To say that my 

ancestors had it hard so I deserve what should have gone to them is absurd.”  

Lucas takes a more specific direction, making an analogy with Native Americans: 

“Didn’t we do something similar with Natives? And it hurt them overall. They’re 

sitting around not contributing. I feel bad talking about it on the record, but I had 

a buddy who got $300,000 when he graduated high school (from his tribe). He 

bought a house. He sleeps most of the day. Plays video games. He gets 

$3,500/month, which is more than I make. I always ask him why he’s not 

traveling, or contributing to society, or learning. So are reparations really the 

answer? To give them a bunch of money? Unless they have that motivation it’s 

not good.” 

Doug concurs and builds upon this idea: 

“I don’t think they need it (reparations) and it reflects a feeling of entitlement. We 

had the Civil War for a reason and the right side won. People have not always 

been good in the past, but we’ve done everything we’ve can to fix it. People say 

racial issues, police brutality. Eh, let’s think about the problem here. Let’s think 

about not resisting arrest. Let’s think about not selling drugs. Let’s think about not 

having an unregistered firearm. I would rather say how to fix shit than talk 

negatively about it and get people pissed at each other…I really don’t think racial 

issues are as big as people think unless you live in some KKK neighborhood. I 
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don’t think they need a hand. I have plenty of successful African American 

friends who also agree that they don’t need reparations.” 

When asked to elaborate on what he means by entitlement, he responds: 

“People are seeking attention, want attention, and for people to feel sorry for 

them. Me, me, me. I was arguing with one of my Black friends I was in the 

Marines with about that guy who shot those people in the church. He was being 

transported in a vest. The post showed him and this Black guy from Philly being 

arrested and said this is how they treat a serial killer versus a Black guy. The other 

guy is going get the death penalty, the other guy was resisting arrest. No matter 

what color you are every time you resist arrest this is what’s going to happen. But 

which ones make it onto You Tube? We should make posts about how not to get 

beat up or shot by cops.” 

A common thread in these comments was 1) the existence of a post-Civil Rights/post-racial 

world; 2) the subsequent existence of equal opportunity; and 3) a “multitude” of Blacks who had 

“made it” as proof of 1 and 2. A few respondents even drew direct connections between Blacks 

and Hispanics. When asked about whether historically disadvantaged groups might require 

additional societal support, Roland responds, “That’s really hard, like I said I haven’t seen it 

firsthand. But like, here (in Prescott) it leans more towards the Hispanic population and these 

guys get up every single day and bust their ass. I know several people who aren’t legal and they 

make a shit ton of money because they try.” Mikey also makes a Hispanic versus Black 

distinction when answering the same question: 

“We’re the freest nation in the world. If you want to go to school, there are so 

many things available to you. Again, it comes down to choice…and sometimes 
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having someone to kick you in the ass (laughs). Are people prejudiced? Yeah. If 

you’re a Black guy in a mostly white community will you have a harder time 

finding a job? Probably. But I’ve known plenty of people otherwise. There’s a 

Mexican guy who owns a shop across from my family’s shop. That guy is busy all 

the time. Guarantee not all his business are Hispanics, and there is a white 

business across the street. A lot of white guys are coming in there and I guarantee 

it’s not because he’s Mexican. He started a business and took risk. He could have 

sat around, but he said fuck that and started a business. All I know is that I’ve met 

a lot of successful minorities and all of them have one thing in common. They 

don’t feel sorry for themselves and they took the opportunities that were given to 

them. That’s what it comes down to in a nutshell. They never said ‘poor me.’” 

Mikey then takes this one step further, differentiating between the civil disobedience conducted 

by Cliven Bundy and that which occurred in Ferguson and Baltimore: 

“The difference is that Bundy and others are not going out and fucking up other 

people’s businesses. They aren’t destroying their community. That has to be 

considered because when you’re out looting and destroying people’s shit and 

you’re saying it’s because someone was shot and you’re sick of it, it’s like, if you 

were sick of the oppression there’s other ways to do it. And this idea that you 

want to end oppression? Be overly courteous to police officers. Don’t run. Don’t 

fuckin’ get mouthy. When you get mouthy and start destroying shit, no one is 

going to take you seriously. What racism there is will get worse. There have so 

many Blacks that have come out and said this shit should stop. Stop blaming 

whites and burning your communities. Again, it comes down to the victim 
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mentality. You may be oppressed on some level, but what are your options? 

Complain about it, do nothing, break the law, or abide by these rules that you 

can’t really do anything about except abide by and try and make good decisions. I 

totally understand you come from the ghetto. There’s little opportunity, drugs, 

crime…but to say it’s all white people’s fault? There’s a whole cultural issue that 

I think a lot of PC and liberal people refuse to acknowledge. I don’t think it’s the 

only cause, but ghetto culture and the drug culture are bad. It’s like yeah, I think 

the prison system is biased against Blacks, but in that ghetto culture, not Black 

culture in general, jail is glorified.”  

Another emergent theme in the quotes referenced above is a reference to public 

assistance/welfare. This was not surprising. These men had come of age during the Great 

Recession, which in combination with the retirement of the Baby Boomers, illuminated the size 

and scope of the safety net in a way arguably not witnessed since the 1960s. Wide swaths of 

poor, but also middle income, households across the entire nation began receiving more 

government benefits than ever from unemployment, Medicare, Medicaid, SNAP, and so forth 

(Appelbaum and Gebeloff 2012). Bank bailouts, the 2009 stimulus bill, and the 2010 health care 

act further generated a sense that “welfare” and the Federal government had become 

omnipresent. This challenged fundamental notions about deserving versus undeserving poor and 

American individuality/self-sufficiency. This, in turn, challenged stereotypes about Blacks given 

the historical linkage between race and poverty in American discourse and ideology (Gilens 

1999). The class and race-based anxiety over this phenomenon emerged in various ways during 

the first part of the 2010s, from the Tea Party, to Newt Gingrich calling Barack Obama the “most 
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successful food stamp president in American history,”61 to states implementing a wave of 

draconian drug testing laws for welfare recipients (Bjorklund et al. 2018).  

My respondents occasionally addressed these sentiments directly, using a longstanding 

race-poverty-welfare narrative common in American discourse (Gilens 1999). They also argued 

that people (in general) had become lazy and too reliant of governmental support in the wake of 

recession. Respondents sometimes linked both together to connect their overall disdain for 

certain types of public assistance, like cash welfare, SNAP, etc., with feelings about equal 

opportunity between races. RJ, a clerical worker, perhaps best summarizes this: 

“I disagree with reparations and kind of in the same vein of entitlements in 

general for me it’s not a financial thing. I’m aware they’re so financially 

insignificant (these programs) they should barely be on legislators’ radar, but 

from a social standpoint I think that you give a man a fish you feed him for a day, 

you teach a man to fish you feed him for a lifetime. That was how I grew up. (In 

the past) I very easily could have ended up on all sorts of welfare, and I would 

have taken it all and been a leech because I was happy to be a leech because I was 

never challenged to change that about myself…but yeah is there a social 

responsibility to give people help that need it the most? Absolutely. As far as 

reparations would go, a big group of people would get a lot of money, which 

sounds like a disaster. Chappelle’s Show kinda hit the nail on the head with that. 

Obviously not some of extremes, but it doesn’t sound responsible. Now in terms 

of allocating those resources to make them available and to do something socially 

responsible, I’m all for it.”  

                                                           
61 https://www.npr.org/2012/01/17/145312069/newts-food-stamp-president-racial-or-just-politics 
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Several respondents took this one step further, linking the expansion of public assistance directly 

to Obama who was elected because he promised to give “free stuff” thus making an oblique 

reference to the substandard work-ethic and lack of dignity among Blacks in general. Indeed, this 

is a common right-wing critique of the Democratic Party.62 When asked if feelings of entitlement 

have gotten worse in his lifetime Drew declares, “Yes, I know when Obama was elected he kinda 

threw out a bunch of freebies to get people to like him and it hasn’t really stopped.” Trapper 

concurs, saying “Yes, especially with the promise of free stuff (referencing Obama). Like free 

cell phones, that’s a luxury. Anyone taking benefits now should have drug and alcohol testing.”  

“South of the Border (Down Mexico Way)”—Hispanics and Boundary Making 

As mentioned, Hispanics were not subject to the same criticism and boundary making 

processes as Blacks. Most respondents also were supportive of immigration, albeit with the 

strong caveat that it was legal. To that point, they felt like the process should be streamlined and 

make much easier. Part of this was because they tended to hold positive opinions about 

Hispanics due to the “good work-ethic.” The other part was that facilitating citizenship would 

ensure these individuals paid their “fair share” into the system. Stereotypes of criminality and 

concerns over welfare abuse did emerge but were not the focal point of their commentary.  

The discrepancy between Hispanics and Blacks is interesting on numerous levels. This 

might reflect a generational difference between younger and older white working-class men. 

Similarly, it might reflect increased contact. The occupations these men work puts them in 

regular contact with Hispanics. One might suspect a (potentially) split-labor market would 

generate animosity, but this did not emerge in my findings. Karl describes his Mexican co-

workers as “good people. They’re trying to support their families. I respect them for doing their 

                                                           
62 https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/the-fix/wp/2015/09/25/why-jeb-bushs-free-stuff-argument-about-black-
voters-is-so-off-the-mark/ 
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job well.” Doug seconded this, proclaiming that, “I’m not against immigration at all. Only lazy 

people are going to lose their jobs.” And Drew echoes this further, stating:  

You get illegals that come over here, but they’ll work their butt off…I mean they 

come over here and work so hard for this, legal or illegal. I don’t agree with 

illegals coming and working here, but at the same time, they’re working 

hard…rather than someone who was born here that just had this attitude that you 

owe me this. That’s a big issue in this country.” 

This could be measurement error, but I contend it reflects the competitive/hard-work worldview 

of my respondents. As the quotes above illustrate, Hispanic co-workers constantly “bust their 

ass,” which validates their success, thereby making them less directly threatening. A reasonable 

counterargument is that this might be predicated on occupational segregation. For instance, the 

age-old white front of house/brown back of house setup in restaurants and hotels in America. 

However, my respondents were quick to argue that the labor their Hispanic peers performed was 

either work they did not want to do, like working agriculture and meat packing, or if it was a job 

they could see themselves doing, previous experience had suggested they could not do it as 

efficiently as their Hispanic peers. For instance, Karl describes a recurring situation in his 

restaurant: 

“We’ve had white guys try to cook in the kitchen (currently staffed by three 

Mexican men who are longtime employees) and they literally can’t do it in the 

same capacity. I volunteered to cook for one day per week for a couple months. It 

was rough. I did not enjoy it and I worked Monday night, which was the slowest 

night of the week. It took me a while to even figure out how to roll a burrito 

(laughs).”  
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Accordingly, the “threat” of Hispanic labor and any related ire was muted in my interviews. This 

is not entirely surprising given the dual/conflicting stereotypes of Hispanics in America as “lazy” 

and “hard-working” (Appel et al. 2015; Wortham et al. 2009). My respondents overwhelming 

latched on to the latter, using examples from work, friends, even loved ones/relatives—many 

were married to, or cohabitating with, Mexican women, or had family members that were 

Mexican—to support their conclusions. 

It is important to note that Native Americans were conspicuously absent from most of my 

conversations about race. On one hand this is not surprising given the unfortunate invisibility of 

Natives in public discussions over racial inequality, despite being one of the most marginalized, 

deprived, and isolated groups in America. On the other hand, it is surprising given the context of 

my interview. Arizona contains over twenty tribes and two of the largest reservations in the U.S. 

(Navajo and Tohono O'odham Nations). Prescott resides in Yavapai County which is home to the 

Yavapai-Apache Nation. Moreover, the 1,400-acre Yavapai-Prescott Reservation is located in 

the heart of Prescott. The local community college (Yavapai College) and the VA hospital are 

located on or adjacent to the reservation. In this sense it was strange to not hear more about 

Native Americans in my interviews, although this might be indicative of how powerful the 

systematic erasure of Native Americans is in America. In the few instances in which Native 

Americans were mentioned, it was either as an analogy of caution vis-à-vis reparations, or to 

moderate Black claims of injustice—as one respondent put it, “who haven’t we (America) 

fucked?”  

Situating Racial Boundaries Among White Working-Class Men 

The descriptions and interpretations my respondents provide regarding race, particularly 

Blacks, illustrates many of the same points as their quotes regarding poor people and “college 



154 

 

kids.” Each of these groups fails to understand how the world “really” works—you must fight to 

survive and there are no excuses if you can fight, but willingly choose not you. In fact, choosing 

not to fight (i.e., work) is a reflection of your deficient work-ethic, which generates the lack of 

self-respect that allows you to embody a victim mentality and entitlement attitude. This attitude 

is the cornerstone of being a “little bitch” and why poor people and Blacks are content with, and 

feel entitled to, government assistance, exorbitant wages, and quotas. And why college kids feel 

entitled to good jobs just for going to school and debt relief for their loans.  

Gender 

Gender plays an interesting role in my analysis. While gender is certainly at the core of 

the phrase “little bitch,” my respondents displayed a mixed range of emotion and interpretation 

regarding women directly involved in their life and with topics related to gender. This perhaps 

stems from the unique nature of gender stratification, which is often characterized by 

paternalistic prejudice (Massey 2007). The realities of inter-gender contact generate a distinction 

between “good” women who are warm/sweet, but not competent and thus need men (moms, 

grandmas, wives), and “bad” women (poor/single mothers, college girls, feminists) who by being 

outside the confines of the patriarchy—by either being competent or eschewing dominant gender 

relation—are “cold” and understood as threatening to the status quo.  

There is an additional class-based reason to suspect a complicated relationship to women. 

As working-class individuals my respondents generally grew up with working women. Their 

moms, grandmas, sisters, wives, girlfriends, all work/worked. In fact, this was a frequent point of 

pride and tales about “hard scrabble” grandmothers and mothers were as common, if not more 

frequent, than tales about their grandfathers and fathers. Therefore the idea of a working woman 

was not threatening, and they universally did not feel directly threatened by women in the 
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workplace. Similarly, the idea of a woman making more than them was not seen as a threat, with 

one man claiming “hell, I’d kind of like it.” A large part of this is certainly related to 

occupational segregation (Charles and Grusky 2005). Other than men who worked in service and 

some technical industries, few directly competed with women. And for many of the men who did 

have women co-workers, the competition was either written off—i.e., female bartenders get 

more tips because they are a women, but “it is what it is”—or was justified along the lines of 

work-ethic rhetoric. Put another way, female competence, like that of Mexicans in the previous 

section, was not threatening per se, as long as their success was deemed to have been “earned.”  

This complicates the good/bad distinction characteristic mentioned above. Mikey, who had 

earned a technical certificate to work in the health care industry, describes how his program at 

the community college was very difficult to get in to and that his cohort was 60 percent female. 

He argues that this was not reflective of a quota system, or the program administrator being 

corrupt, but rather because these women “busted their tail to get into the program. They didn’t 

have excuses for themselves. They did everything I had to do to get into the program.” This 

validated their presence in the program and made them worthy of respect.63  

Therefore, the gender related symbolic boundaries that emerged in my interviews were 

built around notions of work-ethic and not being a “little bitch” just like the boundaries these 

men drew between themselves and poor people, “college kids,” and Blacks. In this process two 

types of objectionable women emerged: “feminist” and “lazy poor woman.” My respondents had 

more concrete, personal examples of the latter type, often a sister, girlfriend, wife, or ex-wife. 

For instance, when asked what types of people he admires, Noam declares, “People with the 

integrity to go to fuckin work everyday. They don’t wanna get food stamps. Feel like, almost 

                                                           
63 The side question is how he would feel if he was passed up for a promotion, job, or raise in favor of one of these 
women, or a woman in general. While interesting, that question did not emerge in the interview.  
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ashamed by it. My sister had food stamps for a long time and would just use them to like fuckin 

BBQ, get ribs.” Mikey, would previously extolled the virtues of his female classmates, also 

describes his younger sister who, for him, epitomized the complete opposite traits of classmates: 

“(My sister) dropped out of high school. Her college was paid for and she 

dropped out twice. You know why? Because she has no fucking intestinal 

fortitude. She cannot take herself away from her fucking distractions for long 

enough to say fuck my loser friends, fuck the booze, fuck the phone, all these 

things that are distracting me, I need to get this shit done. She comes up with 

excuses for why she can’t do this. Poor me. I have a kid. I’m a tired mother. And 

yet I know all these people who have it way worse than her and said fuck this, I’m 

not relying on my family. I’m not going to be on welfare. I am going to provide 

for myself and family… she has no incentive to better herself because she has two 

or three people in her life that let her slide by and one of those people is the state. 

Her and her kid get food stamps, health care, and welfare. She works part-time. 

My grandma pays for her car and insurance. She lives for free at someone’s 

house. And she has one of the strongest victim mentalities I’ve ever seen. Nothing 

is my fault.” 

He then elaborates more on her “victim mentality” stating that people like her need to break out 

this narrative and take control of their life:  

“…and what I mean is taking control of your outlook and attitude and saying this 

might be my situation temporary, but it won’t always be and I am going to take 

responsibility for my actions and my situation even if I feel on some level that I 
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was wronged (but that’s irrelevant). Take responsibility because on some level 

you put yourself in that situation.” 

The other type of objectionable woman, “feminist” also personifies a “victim mentality.” Like 

poor women, she refuses to accept the harsh realities of life, choosing instead to blame others, 

and to force others to make unnecessarily allowances for her. As with discussions surrounding 

race and class, this was predicated upon the notion that there is equal opportunity, but that 

natural inequities exist and are part of life, meaning some people have to fight harder, or not be 

able to do a certain task/job, but that is “just life.” Furthermore, life is about choices and, as 

detailed in the various quotes in earlier sections, it is not society’s “responsibility to support bad 

choices.” This logic is why, for numerous respondents, the gender pay gap is a function of 

biology and choice (to perform certain jobs, to have kids, etc.). Females in the military provided 

another illustrative example. Neil, an Iraq veteran, describes this sentiment, “I think that there are 

jobs women are better at and some that men are better at. Like women fighting to be combat 

infantry. No woman has yet met the standard and it’s been open for several years. It’s not 

because they’re being discriminated against. There are men who can’t do it. That’s the thing. It’s 

an extremely physical job. And mentally draining as well.” 

Finally, a few respondents alluded to the idea that the recent attention given to gender 

inequities was suspect. In their view, given the “obvious” levels of equal opportunity and “clear” 

realities of biology, there appeared to disingenuous manufacturing of gender inequity narratives 

and that this was indicative of the entitled mentality of “feminists.” The chain of events is as 

follows. “Feminists” refuse to accept the world how it “really is.” Moreover, they do not have 

“good” work-ethic and instead exhibit entitlement. As a result, they manufacture a narrative of 
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oppression to unjustly get ahead and/or lash out at others for their own personal failings and 

insecurities. Mikey perhaps best summarizes this feeling: 

“…the reason we feel this way (men liking curves) is because we’ve been 

programmed for thousands of years to prefer this particular trait. And what I chalk 

it up to is that all the women who are complaining about this stuff…no one wants 

to fuck ‘em. That’s why they’re mad. They’re mad because they’re not curvy. 

They’re not attractive. They’re angry and they want someone to blame that they 

can’t get the good-looking guy. That they can’t get the attention they want. So 

what do they do? They create this world where they say I’m oppressed, society is 

oppressing all women, and all that kinda shit.”  

Setting aside the rawness of this quote for one moment, it does illuminate an important sentiment 

that emerged in my interviews, that disparaged out-groups are speaking in bad faith about social 

inequities. That while inequities are real, they are not as “serious” as they are made out it to be. 

Furthermore, the “victim mentality” and entitlement of disparaged outgroups, in this case 

“feminists,” leads my respondents to suspect that they are being opportunistic with their 

grievances. Similar comments were made in discussions about race, where the term “race baiter” 

was used to describe opportunistic figures who “push division” and “inflate racism” for their 

own personal gain and/or to compensate for their own failings or unwillingness to work. 

“Excuses are like assholes, Taylor. Everybody’s got one.”—Piecing It All Together 

A unifying thread between the various boundary making processes I have described is 

that, for my respondents, poor people, “college kids,” Blacks and “feminists” truly understand 

that opportunity is equal, yet they refuse to accept that this does not mean society is equal in 

outcome. That is an impossibility for these men given their hardboiled view of life. As such, 
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these disparaged out-groups are all lumped under the generalized term “little bitches.” This 

shared characteristic is why these groups refuse to compete for their position in society, instead 

demanding things given to them because of what happened to their ancestors, or because of their 

avoidable choices. Furthermore, my respondents suggest it appears as if these disparaged out-

groups are consciously using grievance politics so they can avoid having to openly compete. Put 

differently, they, and opportunistic political operatives, are manufacturing rhetoric about inequity 

so they can “cheat the game”—a further indication they lack integrity. Note that this was the 

same reason my respondents were against ideas like a $15 minimum wage or providing debt 

relief to college kids who “went into debt for a liberal arts degree.” Each example violates the 

foundational core of their “moral code”—that there are no free lunches and there are no excuses. 

The “conscious dishonesty” of these disparaged out-groups puts them in the same category as 

politicians who will say, and do, anything to get elected. I address this in the next section of my 

analysis.  

Politics 

Pivoting my analysis, I now explore the political ramifications of my respondent’s 

worldview. My shift towards politics provides a meaningful way to understanding the 

interconnection between core ideas in my analysis: status anxiety, feelings of group threat, and 

relative deprivation. One issue is that the auspicious incomes of my respondents limits my ability 

to speak to the direct role of economic insecurity and politics—a key feature of my theoretical 

background. That being said, many of my respondents have personally experienced economic 

insecurity in their past. Most had experienced bouts of unemployment, volatile employment, and 

erratic income. Similarly, many had accrued large amounts of debt due to health crises, divorce, 

or foolish consumer spending. Furthermore, it bears repeating that my theoretical frame 
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understands concepts like relative deprivation and group threat as relational processes that are 

shaped by real and perceived circumstances across multiple levels. The reason why relative 

deprivation should be more relevant for white working-class individuals, particularly men, is that 

their overall economic position is more precarious than it was 50 years ago. Personal 

circumstances, like a high income, might mitigate this dissonance—as does ideology and 

rhetoric, as demonstrated above. Nonetheless, an individual can recognize, and be impacted by, 

broader circumstances, as theories of relative deprivation and group threat posit. My interview 

guide is structured in this manner. I assess my respondents past and present economic insecurity, 

along with their perceptions of insecurity in the contemporary labor market. I also asked them to 

compare/contrast their levels of insecurity (and opportunity) with their fathers and with other 

social groups. So while many of my respondents were not experiencing high levels of economic 

insecurity when I spoke with them—which is a limitation—my interviews are nonetheless able 

to assess the other facets of my concepts of interest.  

The following sections will proceed as follows. I first posit an over-arching political 

philosophy for my respondents. Within this I also illuminate how social conditions, like de-

institutionalization, align with and magnify their philosophy. Next, I theorize a style of 

reactionary politics that encapsulates this over-arching philosophy and explore if, and how, this 

style might impact contemporary American politics.  

“I don’t dial 911, I dial .357”—The Politics of Self-Sufficiency 

My respondents describe a politics of responsibility and self-sufficiency rooted in their 

hardboiled dog-eat-dog worldview. To paraphrase Lamont (2000:21), this is a “disciplined self” 

philosophy of politics. Mikey perhaps best summarizes this political position: 
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“Is everything fair? No, but that’s the point. There is not equality in life. Like, I 

can deadlift 500 pounds and you can’t. Even if you trained for five years you 

probably couldn’t. And you’re getting a Phd in sociology. I couldn’t do that. So 

we’re not equal. Does there have to be equality? Yes, on certain levels, but to try 

and pretend like everything should be equal is impossible. You can’t 

accommodate everyone’s strengths and weaknesses.”  

This outlook is epitomized by their views on opportunity/success (particularly the game 

metaphor) and couched in a hard-boiled worldview that corresponds to a libertarian-conservative 

political ideology—of which the majority self-identify as. A common theme was that success 

could be achieved if you embodied a certain mindset and played “the game” smart. Therefore, 

anyone can make it if they adopt a successful mindset and work hard. Of course, this is 

predicated on the assumption that systematic market distortions, like rents, which allow elites to 

maintain their position are either non-existent or are the product of government 

regulation/bureaucracy. 

Thus, whether explicitly or implicitly these men are very “pro-market.” They tend to 

view economics, as well as life in general, through a neo-classical market frame of laissez-faire 

competition. The market is their pathway to break the blue-collar blues, but, like the world in 

general, it is a dog-eat-dog game, so one must play hard and smart in order to win. This 

generates a feedback loop, creating an individualistic and hardboiled political philosophy, which 

is reflected in their repeated (negative) reference to “victim mentality” and “entitlement.”  

Firearms were another way the politics of self-sufficiency was articulated. Respondents 

would note the naivety of thinking the world is full of good people and thus the importance of 

being prepared to defend oneself, in this case with a firearm. While only a few respondents 
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carried firearms in public, most owned at least one firearm and would describe their ownership 

almost exclusively in terms of self-defense, occasionally followed by a secondary justification of 

hunting. The quote referenced at the top of this subsection (which refers to a .357 magnum 

cartridge) illustrates this sentiment and thus underscores the crux of self-sufficiency politics—

that an individual should be willing and able to take care of something themselves, not wait for 

someone else (including the police) to solve their problems. Libertarianism/conservatism, with 

its emphasis on individualism and self-sufficiency, is therefore a natural complement to my 

respondents hardboiled worldview. 

Interestingly, my respondents’ emphasis on hardboiled self-sufficiency is similar, yet 

noticeably different, to Silva (2012). Her respondents appear to acknowledge a similarly harsh 

and insecure modern world. They interpret this as meaning they are on their own and respond 

through the creation of a “therapeutic self.” It would be reasonable to assume that my 

respondents would describe this “therapeutic self” as a “victim mentality” and presume that these 

individuals are probably entitled—i.e., always making excuses and willing to take handouts 

instead of working.  

“I am just a cowboy, lonesome on the trail”—White Working-Class De-Institutionalization  

Compounding matters is that these men are generally de-institutionalized, a reality that 

has come to increasing define the white working-class (Chen 2015; Murray 2012). They are 

conspicuously absent from church, civic organizations, clubs, political parties, the safety net, and 

even marriage. And the fact that they reside in the West and in a libertarian state like Arizona 

likely magnifies their detachment. To be clear, de-institutionalization is not a phenomenon 

unique to white working-class men. The point is that elements of de-institutionalization are acute 
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amongst this population and should agitate institutional distrust amongst certain sub-populations, 

like men.  

Interaction with the safety net provides an illustrative example. Multiple men recalled 

moments where, despite their pride towards not taking assistance, they attempted to utilize the 

safety net (typically via unemployment and Medicaid), yet they were unable to access benefits 

and/or received paltry benefits. The experience left them jaded towards others, distrustful of the 

system. and more resolved in their hardboiled worldview (i.e. that you cannot rely on others). 

When asked if he would take unemployment if he was laid off, Benny, an automotive repair 

specialist, tersely replied, “Yea, my grandma would want me to. It wouldn’t get me anywhere 

though. I tried before and it was bullshit.” Brock, a video technician, provides a bit more detail, 

describing his one and only time applying for unemployment, “It shouldn’t be an issue. You paid 

into it, but I was on the phone for like an hour. I felt so degraded. I didn’t feel like a human, like 

a number. I wanted to cry. So I just gave up, started finding free-lance work.” Trapper concurs, 

describing an event where he got hurt and was unable to work full-time, noting that 

“unemployment wouldn’t pay me…they show how much you put in. I put in five or six grand 

into unemployment specifically and that’s a lot and I wasn’t getting anything. Yet some asshole 

never works and has 15 illegitimate kids only to get money for each one and gets everything paid 

for. That’s what aggravates me.”  

Interaction with the political system echoed similar themes. A general feeling of 

discontent and disillusionment pervaded their commentary. Again, this is not unique amongst 

this group. Bryce’s experience was indicative. He was passionate about Bush in high school but 

then soon found out that “They’re all full of shit, so it doesn’t matter what I think” He went on to 

say 2004 was the last time he voted, but he might vote in 2016. Doug echoes this frame of mind: 
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“I don’t consider myself a Republican or Democrat. I think they’re all evil. I don’t 

consider myself anything. I notice that when you take from people to give to 

others is the wrong way to do it and once I started paying attention to how much 

money was taken out of my check and how it changed when certain people are in 

office, and you research where this money is going, you get disappointed. I really 

don’t pay too much attention to politics though it makes me frustrated.” 

Neil also agrees, adding that disingenuousness has become the norm:  

“That’s what I think is such a big problem with American politics…it’s literally 

just to get votes. Like a lot of what they’re saying is to get votes and then they’re 

moving on to the next place. There’s no truthfulness. I’m not 100% against 

Obama, he’s done decent things for this county, but like he had an extremely 

strong opposition to gay marriage when he ran, but then 8 years later the White 

House is fuckin’ painted rainbow? Which side are you on? You don’t change your 

mind so drastically from one side to the other. Tell us what changed your mind.” 

Finally, Noam builds on all of this, arguing that things have become too extreme “I’m that 

middle-man kind thing…it’s so extreme one way or the other. Everyone is so crazy about it. 

There’s no real good side to take in my opinion, so I’m kind of a middle-man. I like my guns, but 

I like eating tofu too…so fuck.” 

It is important to note that this was not apathy, but rather frustration. These men were 

quick to note that and were passionate on a great many issues, yet they did not see a “place for 

their voice” in the corrupt partisan system. Their consistent emphasis on being independent and 

“middle of the road” is also suggestive of their lone-wolf view of the world which I explore 

further in the following section. 
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“Live and let live, I hear some folks say”—Laissez Faire Middle-Man Politics   

Like an archetypal Western character, these men see themselves as (relatively) alone in a 

cruel and corrupt world. As demonstrated, the resultant “little bitch” boundary becomes a model 

of economic success and moral code by which my respondents orient themselves in the status 

hierarchy. In this section I argue that is also provides the means by which they argue that they 

are the “middle-man” of the political sphere. From their perspective, they see and understand the 

world as it truly is—a cold, brutal place. Furthermore, they are self-reliant because of their strong 

work-ethic, consequently, they are not beholden to anyone else and thus not susceptible to 

promises of “free lunches” from politicians. Because of this they are the true bearers of reason 

and common-sense.64 They are not blinded by entitlement, not idealistic about how the world 

really works, not beholden to social conventions (like political correctness), and not brainwashed 

by partisan loyalty. Reflective of this, they repeatedly emphasize that they are not defined by 

partisanship, but instead occupy a the “middle of road” position where they want people to live 

life as they deem fit. The core of this sentiment was freedom, liberty, and control. A recurrent 

statement was that it is not the government’s place to tell you how to live your life. As such, for 

the individuals that did lean politically right, they more regularly identified as conservative 

and/or libertarian than Republican. When describing his political philosophy Neil stated, “I’ll 

believe in anything if it gives you the freedom to choose for yourself.” When asked to elaborate 

he provided two examples: 

“I’ve never been a fan of gay marriage but if someone wants to do it they 

absolutely have the right to. As long as it doesn’t affect my well-being and you 

wanna choose to marry a fuckin’ car then go for it….(and) I absolutely hate 

                                                           
64 This the Joe Rogan/South Park de-institutionalized libertarian perspective in a nutshell.   
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burning the American flag, but you should have the right to do that…you should 

also have the right to get your ass kicked but that’s a different story. I don’t think 

they should go to prison for it though.” 

As alluded to in some of the quotes about political engagement, there was a feeling of frustration 

and disillusionment. The “middle-man” perspective described here perhaps contextualizes why 

some men feel this way. Another manifestation of this disillusionment and frustration were 

feelings of bewilderment at contemporary political discourse, and irritation over perceived 

hypocrisy and political opportunism. Mikey simultaneously captures both sentiments: 

“What has turned me off from progressive ideology is that if I criticized Bush, 

I’m forward thinking, but if I criticize Obama, I’m a racist bigot. They’re doing 

the same thing. Just because he’s Black, he shouldn’t be criticized as much? He 

should be criticized for expanding the Patriot Act. It’s the same way in 

progressive circles if I make fun a redneck, Christian conservative from Texas. 

I’m a forward free-thinking individual. If criticize Islam or Islamic leaders I’m an 

Islamaphobic racist bigot. Why? Because I criticized a group you say is 

oppressed? I don’t think they’re oppressed. They’re both full of shit. They’re 

doing really bad things for the world. You should be able to criticize bad ideas.” 

He then goes on to explain his bewilderment over the criticism laid upon people who were 

shocked by Caitlyn Jenner’s recent sex re-assignment surgery:  

“This idea that we as Americans are so horrible for having a reaction against 

something that is unnatural—a man chopping his dick off, getting a set of tits, and 

getting estrogen injected into his body…that is not natural or something people 

are acquainted with, so when people see that, most people are going to go ‘that’s 
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fuckin weird.’ They may not be hateful people, but they have a reaction and 

rightfully so. That doesn’t mean they should be allowed to go out and oppress the 

person, but it also doesn’t mean that they should be criticized for their opinion, or 

if they are criticized it shouldn’t be this witch hunt for transphobia or whatever 

phobia these ultra-progressives are thinking of. You think this way, they think that 

way. Let’s stay out of each other’s way and exist. That’s how I’m trying to live 

my life.”  

“Jägerbomb Politics”—A New Style of Reactionary Politics?  

The overall worldview and political philosophy described above generates the potential 

for a distinct style of reactionary political behavior. Politics is relational and is largely 

characterized by struggles over distributive justice, which is a set of perceptions contingent on 

social context and generated through social construction processes (McVeigh 2014). The 

disparaged out-groups mentioned by these men—the poor, “college kids,” Blacks, and 

feminists—all violate their perceived version distributive justice. They feel entitled to life’s 

rewards and are subsequently using victimhood and grievance politics to manufacture ways for 

themselves to get ahead instead of slogging it out in the trenches. Moreover, corrupt and 

opportunistic politicians and leaders fail to correct for this violation of distributive justice, and in 

fact, may even try to profit from it.   

A jaded and disillusioned perspective such as this can lead to a variety of outcomes. One 

possibility is extremism. This could be in form of domestic terrorism (individual and group 

level) and paramilitary organizations. Indeed, there is some potential evidence of this with the 

resurgence of White Nationalism and the rise of the alt-right, the Three-Percenters, the Proud 

Boys, and so forth. Arizona is a reasonable place to expect this reaction given its historic 
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conduciveness to this brand of reactionary politics as epitomized by Arizona Border Recon. 

There is also theoretical justification to expect reactionary outbursts, or “white backlash,” in 

circumstances of disillusionment and feelings of threat to the status quo (Andrews and Seguin 

2015; McVeigh 2009; Blumer 1958).  

Another possibility is an insurgent “no filter” style of politics, which is what my results 

suggest. Despite residing in the home of Barry Goldwater and thus the ideological birthplace of 

the New Right my respondents almost uniformly disagreed with Goldwater’s famous maxim that 

“extremism in the defense of liberty is no vice.” Respondents were emphatic in claiming that 

people will not listen if you are too extreme and/or that extremist acts, like the Cliven Bundy 

standoff, were unnecessary in today’s climate.65 In a moment of reflection, one respondent 

concluded, “extremism kind of scares me…call it American privilege I guess.”  

Instead, I theorize that my respondents display an insurgent style of politics that I label 

“Bro-Politik.” This is a riff on realpolitik—also a style of politics characterized by realism—that 

accentuates a no holds barred approach to politics. To elaborate, let us examine a few popular 

right-wing political phrases from the last twenty years: class/wealth envy, playing the race card, 

race baiting, feminazi, moocher class, and entitlement society. Each contains an assumption that 

a disparaged out-group is using an artificial persecution/disadvantage to claim victim status and 

thus receive unjust compensation. The narrative is a classic example of fundamental attribution 

error and is the embodiment of “bro culture,” i.e., you do whatever you please, those who 

disagree with you are “haters” and those with grievances need to ante up and stop playing the 

“oppression Olympics.” All of this goes deeper than saying the disadvantaged have misguided 

values, a shoddy “culture”, or even that they are biologically less equipped. The beliefs that 

                                                           
65 That said, they nonetheless advocated for and supported the second Amendment on the grounds that it was an 
invaluable way to prevent foreign invasion and domestic tyranny. 
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underpin Bro-Politik suggest that disparaged outgroups know better and are thus violating the 

very “core of the American contract.” They have opportunity, skills, and ample social assistance, 

but they are so “morally compromised” that they actively strive to be “moochers.”  

At the time of my interviews Chris Christie (former governor of New Jersey) and Paul 

LePage (former governor of Maine) were good examples of Bro-Politik. They were both praised 

in right-wing circles as effective leaders and politicians because they were not beholden to 

formal rules. They were “straight shooters who told it how it is.” They were not afraid to get in 

people faces and they did not mince words or soften their stances in order to be politically 

correct. Another way to look at this is that they acted like “bros.”66 They used their power to 

exert dominance over those without power (e.g., journalists and subordinates), and more 

importantly, over those who categorically do not “deserve respect” because they are presumed to 

be weak and therefore submissive (e.g., women). Additional examples from this era range from 

Joe Wilson’s “You lie!” interjection during speech by Barack Obama in 2009 to the aggressive 

undertones of various political ads by Republican candidates during the 2010 midterm 

elections.67   

This aggressive insurgent style of politics feedbacks into the self-atomization that stems 

from my respondents’ hyper-individualistic worldview. It turns politics from an activity of 

negotiation and compromise to something like a war—which is no different than how my 

respondents understood the market and success. While this may not be as outwardly worrisome 

                                                           
66 A “bro” is a type of (white) male that is flagrantly loud and offensive and displays unabashed reveling in 
insensitive behavior to the point of turning apologies into yet another means to affirm their lack of concern (e.g., 
“I’m sorry…that I’m not sorry”). In this world, “might makes right and you better put up or shut up.” 
67 For example, in 2012 Ron Gould (former Republican AZ state senator) led an unsuccessful primary challenge on 
then incumbent Paul Gosar (R) who represented Arizona’s 4th Congressional District (where Prescott is located). 
One of Gould’s most prominent campaign ads, titled “Straight Shooter,” shows him wearing an Arizona Citizen 
Defense League shirt (a gun rights non-profit) and shooting a copy of the Affordable Care Act with a shotgun after it 
was launched into the air from a clay target thrower.  
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as paramilitary organizations and domestic terrorism, it is impactful and worth concern, which I 

address in the following section.  

“The rowdy kids in the back of the bus”—Stylization and the American Right 

Recent history of the American right has demonstrated the salient role of political 

stylization. The more conservative, Sunbelt wing of the Republican Party that eventually took 

over the party infrastructure in the 1970s began as a fringe group characterized by 

insurrectionary methods in places like Orange County, California. Individuals and small-scale 

organizations adopted a brazen reactionary style in order to exert political control over their 

suburban neighborhoods and then eventually the Republican Party (McGirr 2001). The rise of 

the Tea Party in 2009 offers up a more recent analogue. While it is still unclear the long-term 

effects of this movement, the reactionary style that emerged was arguably validated with the 

election of Donald Trump in 2016. Trump was mentioned only a few times in my interviews as 

about half were conducted before he declared his run for president. What was mentioned can be 

characterized by a cautious optimism. Tespondents were not entirely sure if he was the best 

option, but they praised his outsider status and business background because they felt it might 

shake things up. The highest compliment he received was that he was “straight shooter” who did 

not mince words. Neil encapsulates this feeling, stating that: 

“I really support Donald Trump for the only reason because he’s not a politician. 

He’s got his own interests, but he just says what he feels and that’s a big thing that 

this country has lost. If you look back 40-50 years the speeches were more 

heartfelt, real. That’s the only reason why I kind of like Donald Trump because 

he’s so not politically correct. It’s hurting him so bad but he’s standing behind 

what he says because he really believes what he says.” 
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Elections influence what is defined as acceptable political tone/style/rules of engagement. As 

such, Trump is arguably the distillation and legitimization of “Bro-Politik.” His abrasive style 

should theoretically connect and validate the disillusionment, frustration, and anger evinced in 

the quotes I have referenced in this chapter.  

It is imperative to note that this is a theoretical claim. I do not have direct evidence of 

voting for Trump and/or follow up interviews with these men. What I do theorize is that Trump’s 

style of politics aligns with what my respondents have presented, yet this does not mean my 

respondents uniformly support him, and most of all that they have converted to the Republican 

Party. I contend that whatever appeal he may have with these men is confined to him and will 

not over-ride their pre-existing levels of de-institutionalization and political disaffection.  

Conclusion 

This chapter has explored the lives and interpretations of a select group of young white 

working-class men during the summer of 2015. It has paid particularly attention to how these 

men understand and interpret their contemporary lives relative to other groups and events. It has 

also delved into whether this interpretation of contemporary life is related to their political 

ideology and attitudes, and what are the potential ramifications for American political 

institutions. My exploratory analysis suggests a hardboiled, hyper-individualistic worldview and 

model of success that correlates with a disaffected, de-institutionalized engagement with, and 

style of, politics. My next, and final, chapter summarizes my work and provides additional 

discussion and analysis.  
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Chapter 6—Discussion & Conclusion 

The last fifty years have brought substantial change, for better and worse, to the United 

States. Widespread structural and institutional change has generated various phenomenon that 

affect our daily lives. Of concern for this analysis has been rising economic insecurity, and 

relatedly, increased income inequality and stalled opportunity. The impact of these interrelated 

phenomenon has permeated the entirety of American society. Inequality has grown within nearly 

every demographic and occupational group. The opportunity ladder has become harder and more 

expensive to climb. And economic insecurity has become a more regular part of the everyday 

experience—even for those in the middle class. Individuals without a four-year college degree 

(i.e. the working-class) have fared particularly bad over the last fifty years. In conjunction with 

other systems of oppression, working-class women and persons of color have endured much of 

this distress. The depth and breadth of rising insecurity and stalled opportunity has also meant 

that working-class whites have come to bear some of the brunt, including white working-class 

men. This is a meaningful reversal of fortunes and standing for the white working-class, 

especially for men who had experienced an unprecedented degree of economic stability and 

socio-political inclusion during much of the 20th century.  

Scholars across many disciplines and fields have documented and analyzed the various 

consequences of rising insecurity, inequality, and stalled opportunity. Some of this work has 

focused its attention on the working-class, including that experienced by white non-Hispanics 

(Silva 2012; Carlson 2015; Hochschild 2017; Chen 2015; Case and Deaton 2015). For instance, 

Case and Deaton (2015; 2017; 2020a) find an increase in deaths of despair among white 

Americans since 2000, particularly among those without four-year college degree, i.e., the 

working class. And while white working-class men and women have experienced an increase, 

deaths of despair tend to be more acute among men. A variety of explanations have been 
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advanced ranging from access to opiates (legal and illicit), de-industrialization, regional legacies 

(i.e., Appalachian poverty and isolation), civic decline, income inequality, de-institutionalization. 

Research has yet to determine a conclusive set of findings. Case and Deaton suggest that deaths 

of despair (suicide, drug overdose, alcoholic related disease) potentially stem from the declining 

economic and social standing of white working-class individuals since the 1970s. This is an 

argument well-grounded in research that connects individual health to economic conditions and 

quality/quantity of social relationships and community (Fullerton et al. 2020; Burgard et al. 

2007; Cornwell and Waite 2009; Hall-Lande et al. 2007; Durkheim 1899; Conner et al. 2007; 

and Volkow et al. 2011). Additional research has buttressed Case and Deaton’s economics of 

despair theory, demonstrating an association between mass layoffs and opioid related overdoses 

(Venkantaramani et al. 2020; Dean and Kimmel 2019).    

Building from this foundation, I examined county-level deaths of despair between 2012 

and 2016. My focus was split into three focal areas. First, on the association between county-

level economic insecurity in 2009 and county level deaths between 2012 and 2016. The lag was 

to account for the expected delayed effect of health outcomes and to ascertain the contextual 

effects of the Great Recession. I chose to concentrate on economic insecurity because of its 

analytical breadth and depth. Insecurity is not as circumscribed by definitional restraints like 

poverty, is acutely related to, and intensifies, other forms of resource vulnerability, and finally, in 

comparison to traditional measures of economic inequality, is more readily felt in everyday life. I 

contend that this makes economic insecurity a valuable means by which to understand the 

relationship between material conditions and health. I theorized and derived a precarity index in 

order to capture the multi-faceted character of economic insecurity. Second, given the existing 

patterns of deaths of despair, I also focused on the conjunctural impact of being white working-
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class, especially white working-class male. To better understand my complexities within my 

analysis I also assessed the interactive relationship between white working-class, precarity, and 

deaths of despair. Lastly, I evaluated the moderating impact of six state-level safety net policies.  

In the second part of my project I addressed a different potential ramification of 

economic insecurity—reactionary politics. Here I shifted my methodological lens to an in-depth 

semi-structured interview analysis. My data came from 30 in-depth interviews conducted with 

white working-class men aged 25-35 who resided in the Prescott “quad cities” area during the 

summer of 2015. My research site and target demographic were chosen based on theoretical 

factors associated with outcome (reactionary politics) and explanatory factors (economic 

standing/opportunity and attitudinal disposition). Using the information gathered from these 

interviews I described what I posit as a worldview for my respondents, to which I then used to 

inform an analysis of their political attitudes, culminating in the theorization of a potential 

emergent style of reactionary politics.  

In the following sections I will re-cap and elaborate upon the results from each analytical 

section of this project. I will then address limitations and concerns regarding both analyses, 

followed by a selection of final thoughts about future research and potential solutions.  

“The needle and the damage done”—White Working-Class Despair in America 

My quantitative analysis presents a mixed set of findings. There is a significant 

association between precarity and deaths on despair. This aligns with the large body of research 

documenting a relationship between health and economics, and the powerful social impact of the 

Great Recession on communities. Nonetheless, the effect of precarity is diminished once white 

working-class is taken into consideration. This suggests that this intersection of class and race—

and gender—meaningfully shapes deaths of despair. An interactive model provided an additional 
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layer of depth. Results reaffirmed the strong effect of white working-class, while also 

highlighting that precarity is a critical factor in sculpting deaths of despair at the county level, 

but that this effect is conditional upon having low levels of white working-class. Interestingly, 

the effect of precarity is intensified in heavily white areas, net of their class structure, which 

suggests a layer of complexity that potentially transcends immediate economics. Finally, my 

policy analysis yields the weakest results. Only Medicaid expansion positively moderates the 

effect of precarity on deaths of despair. This is important and suggests the need to further expand 

health care access to low-income and working-class households in America. Nevertheless, these 

results are underwhelming given the wide range of polices I examined and an operationalization 

that used highly relevant characteristics of each policy. I discussed the potential reasons for my 

null results, among them being measurement error, the assumption of policy coverage, and the 

assumption that governmental policy overrides the impact of local and/or non-governmental 

agencies and services.  

One way to interpret my results is that they reflect the difficulty of whittling deaths of 

despair down to economic conditions, or any singular condition for that matter. Economic 

conditions are salient, as they historically are regarding health, but economics is but one part of a 

larger assemblage of de-institutionalization, interpersonal and cultural isolation, status/group 

threat, and relative deprivation. Like a forest fire there are immediate, proximate, and historic 

factors that allow for a spark to generate a brushfire and then morph into a blaze—a firestorm. 

Deaths of despair is a blaze, a firestorm that has transcended region to cover the entire United 

States and has grown beyond the “usual suspects” of despair related deaths (e.g., economic 

conditions). My results suggest that there is something about being a country where the white 

population is heavily working-class (male) and/or being a heavily white county with high 
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precarity that is associated with deaths of despair. As noted, the salience of working-class status 

conforms to theoretical understandings of contemporary class and health in the United States. 

The addition of whiteness underscores the breadth and depth of structural change since 1970 and 

lends support to Case and Deaton’s (2020a) theorizations about the explanatory factors behind 

rising deaths of despair since 2000.  

The interactive combination of high white and precarity is intriguing. Part of this is a tale 

of Appalachia which is home to some of the whitest and most distressed counties in America—a 

feature of Appalachia since long before the Civil War. What is interesting about many of these 

counties is that they do not have extremely large white-working class populations. For instance, 

Nicholas County, West Virginia is 99.3 percent white and is in the top-five percent of counties 

for both deaths of despair and precarity. However, the county’s white working-class population 

is at the national average. Perhaps this is further indication that the health effect of precarity 

knows no (class) bounds, or that the impact of precarity is communal instead of limited only to 

households. This is sort of a Wilsonian (1987; 1996) type argument where economic decay 

engenders institutional and civic deterioration, which fuels troublesome social outcomes and 

generates a web of concentrated disadvantaged. A reasonable counterargument is that Nicholas 

County is in the upper two to three percent of counties for opiate prescriptions per 100 people. 

Opiate abuse and overdose are not bound by social class, so maybe this is the culprit. A more 

realistic understanding is that all the pieces the matter. The flood of opiates into places like 

Nicholas County did not generate precarity or institutional deterioration. Instead, it was fuel on a 

long-simmering fire.  

Unfortunately my results do not shed enough light onto nascent high white/high precarity 

and/or high white working-class counties that have high deaths of despair, like those in parts of 
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Ohio, Michigan, Pennsylvania, Illinois and so forth. These are generally the area’s most scholars 

and pundits are envisioning within their explanatory models. What research does exist tends to 

be small scale/semi natural experiment studies (Venkantaramani et al. 2020; Dean and Kimmel 

2019) and anecdotal journalistic accounts (McEvers 2013), yet both suggest a tale of work 

disappearing and dysfunction seeping in. Additional data and research are therefore needed to 

parse out the contours and dynamics of recent social and economic decay and deaths of despair. 

The null effect of social policy (save Medicaid expansion) is frustrating, yet I caution 

against drawing the conclusion that policy does not “matter” regarding deaths of despair. The 

commodified and submerged U.S. welfare state has a lot of room to grow/expand in relation to 

poverty and vulnerability reduction. To be sure, this is complicated within a heavily federalist 

system that has been recently empowered by the devolution revolution. Nonetheless, policies like 

the EITC have historically been bi-partisan and thus present some hope. Likewise, conversations 

about the utility of UBI have also moved the debate forward. Increased interest in services 

intended to help de-commodify households (like child-care) and provided greater access to 

resources have also been promising. 

As mentioned, my null policy results potentially over-look the existence and efforts of 

local governmental and non-profit organizations (churches, community centers, civic 

organizations, etc.). In the same way local organization can expand access to resources they can 

fight deaths of despair. Focusing for a minute on opiate related deaths (currently the largest 

driving force behind deaths of despair) multiple actions can, and should be, taken. First, 

expanding access to anti-overdose medicine like Naloxone—e.g., making it over the counter—is 

crucial. Second, treating drug use/addiction as a health crisis instead of a “war.” This is already 

understood in more affluent and suburban white communities (Pfaffendorf 2017). The future 
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goal is to eradicate the asymmetrical application of this logic. Of course, this is challenging on 

several fronts. One is the America privatization model which favors a profit, not care, approach 

to rehabilitation. Additionally, cities/communities are notoriously aggressive towards 

rehabilitation centers. Prescott, AZ is an excellent example. The city enacted strict zoning laws 

in response to a rising number of rehab centers in city. The number of centers has subsequently 

fallen. One alternative approach is local non-profit organizations built on harm reduction models 

and community outreach. These organizations, like Sonoran Prevention Works in Tucson, 

conduct community outreach and syringe access programs, offer workshops on how to prevent 

overdose, and give out risk reduction kits and free naloxone. To be clear, my concentration of 

opiate use in this section is not to downplay the other aspects of deaths of despair. Equal effort 

and similarly based strategies must be applied to addressing suicide and alcoholism. To quell a 

blaze requires a holistic approach and it is my intention here to highlight potential strategies that 

can act in conjunction with traditional social policies.  

“Don’t tread on me”—White Working-Class Politics in America  

My respondents described a philosophy of work, responsibility, and dignity. To 

paraphrase Lamont (2002:23) they display “‘disciplined selves’: they don't let go, they don't give 

up, and it is largely through work and responsibility that they assert control over uncertainty.” 

This is potentially why in the face of an uncertain world these men take a different approach than 

Silva’s (2012) respondents. They do not re-define adulthood/success via the therapeutic self. 

Instead, they “double-down” on their commitment to “make it” in a way reminiscent of 

MacLeod’s (1995) white respondents. They further distinguish themselves from others, what I 

classified as disparaged out-groups, using a moral code, i.e. the “little bitch.” This is a code that 

emphasizes work-ethic and rewards staunch self-sufficiency. The absence of these features was 
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understood as entitlement and “victim mentality,” which indicated a lack of dignity and thus 

grounds for categorization as a “little bitch.” Using this information I argued that this moral code 

formed the bedrock of a hardboiled worldview, model of economic success, and political 

philosophy. I further theorized a nascent style of insurgent reactionary politics, typified by brash 

confrontation of opponents and the elevation of “outsider” status.  

Put into a larger perspective, my results are not strange or unique. Americans are 

notoriously optimistic and individualistic. Whites without a college degree are more likely than 

whites with a degree to agree that people get ahead due to hard work, and this gap has persisted, 

even grown, in the wake of the Great Recession (General Social Survey). Similarly, previous 

research, namely Lamont (2000), details how white working-class men use work-ethic to 

differentiate themselves from groups above and below them in the status hierarchy. And the 

“victim mentality” rhetoric that many of my respondents’ use is far from new in American 

discourse.  

That said, my results contribute to our understanding of the white working-class in 

contemporary America in multiple ways. First, they illuminate an intriguing style of boundary 

making in which various disparate groups (poor, college, Black, and “feminist”) are joined under 

the same denigrated moral code that is also the foundation of one’s political philosophy/attitudes. 

Previous research, such Lamont (2000), has noted similar “above and below” boundary 

processing, but did not find a near identical set of boundaries across groups. Among other things, 

her white respondents critiqued those above them as being too driven by ambition and losing 

sight of what is valuable (family/loved ones). In contrast, my respondents embraced unbridled 

ambition. They did not eschew family or relationships, yet they did not appear as “content” with 

a middle-class existence as Lamont’s respondents. In certain cases they described what I deem 
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an “investor logic”—the perceived attitude affluent individuals possessed—in the hope that it 

will lead them up the economic ladder, maybe to owning their own business. 

Yet, my respondents were often doing economically well during the time of their 

interview, so why are they differentiating themselves from those above them if they can make 

similar money now, or in the future? One idea is that they are staking their claim within a 

fragmented and unclear class system. Class scholars have debated whether traditional economic-

based class is “dead” in a post-industrial world. Pakulski and Waters (1995) advanced the 

argument that the material foundations of class mean less than they did in the 1970s. What exists 

now is a shifting mosaic of cleavages based on status and consumption. Other scholars and 

pundits have built on this idea, putting forth arguments about what dominates distinction in the 

modern arena: ideas/brain power (Florida 2002), consumption/style/culture (Brooks 2000), and 

global-technological position (Freeland 2012). In the face of a messy and ever-shifting mosaic of 

multi-dimensional distinction perhaps these men are taking the opportunity to position 

themselves favorably in the middle-upper or upper tiers of the status hierarchy.  

That being said, the evidence is clear that post-industrialism, globalization, and 

financialization made college more economically, and thus socially, meaningful. While true, the 

relative position of college has become tenuous over the last thirty years. The college wage 

premium has flattened, student debt has soared, and the immediate link between college, 

employment, and security do not appear as certain as they once were (Latner 2019; Nau and 

Soener 2019; Leicht and Fitzgerald 2014). Put differently, being “middle class” in America is 

more precarious now than it has been in at least 100 years.  

It is therefore worth considering the aspirational logic and status re-positioning of my 

respondents’ in relation to changing material conditions. In addition to the uncertainty of college, 
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the middle class has shrunk since the 1970s (PEW Research Center 2015). The share of 

Americans with a “middle income” has shrunk. Part of this is an expansion of the share of 

Americans with lower-incomes, but the larger story is the share of Americans with incomes in 

the upper ten-to-twenty percent of the distribution. I argue my respondents’, like many 

Americans, are aware on some level that being 1970s “middle class” is not an option, and 

therefore feel as if they are faced with a fork in the road—struggling working-class/poor or 

comfortable upper-middle class. My respondents’ say nearly as much. They were not supportive 

of “blast from the past” models of economic progress, such as trying to re-create a 1960s style 

industrial middle class. Likewise, few operated under the logic that they were going to work for a 

company for thirty years and get a pension. They quite often figured there would be no private or 

public retirement options by the time they got that old. Instead, they demonstrated a more neo-

liberal individualistic market model of success.  

Again, material conditions suggest a potential foundation for the embrace of such a 

model. Within group inequality has increased for nearly every occupation and demographic 

(Western 2008; Leicht 2008; Mouw and Kalleberg 2010). Put another way, markets have 

become increasingly “winner-take-all” (Frank and Cook 1995). Again, my respondents indicate 

some level of acknowledgment, if not downright acceptance, of this. Their game metaphor 

conceptualization of markets and success demonstrate this. Likewise, so does their assertion that 

opportunity has not declined, but has instead gotten harder, meaning you have to be craftier and 

hustle harder to succeed. I contend this is a tacit understanding that the number of chairs at the 

top of the hierarchy has diminished and/or have become more competitive to obtain.  

Thus, it could be that the reason the men I interview are so aspirational is because the 

middle is falling out. However, even if they “make it” they will still be “nouveau riche” and 
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subject to status smearing from their college educated peers. Hence, they differentiate themselves 

from “college kids” and people born affluent who, according to them, do not possess the 

morality of knowing how to work. Recall that in their discussion of aspiration several of my 

respondents would make it a point to distinguish between “cool” rich people (i.e., humble) and 

“rich dicks” (i.e., spoiled and entitled).  

Second, my interviews highlight potential connections to my quantitative analysis of 

deaths of despair. Recall that my qualitative research site (Prescott) resides in Yavapai County, 

which was in the top-five percent of all U.S. counties for deaths of despair during the time of my 

interviews. Such disparate responses (inward destruction vs. outward bravado) appears 

contradictory and requires contextualization and interpretation. As stated earlier, there are 

multiple responses that white working-class individuals might take in the face of economic 

precarity. What direction an individual chooses is likely related to a host of factors (age, location, 

degree of economic instability, etc.). This implies that my interview respondents and individuals 

experiencing deaths of despair are not entirely separate populations. That social context can have 

a continuous impact on if, and how, individuals respond. 

The men I interview are young and currently occupy a favorable position, but their moral 

code can be potentially detrimental if circumstances change and/or as they age. The 

characteristics of the not being a “little bitch” (individualism, self-sufficiency, not taking 

assistance, always being in control) generate a potential trap in the face of external hardship. 

When confronted with a situation where external events have circumscribed their ability to 

control their life these men might resort to self-blame, feel as if they cannot reach out to others 

for help, and subsequently succumb to self-harm. De-institutionalization compounds this as it 

generates a fragile, if not non-existent, support network across multiple levels. Chen (2015) has 
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detailed something akin to this. Several of his respondents internalized their economic struggles 

via self-blame and shame which was further intensified by their social and institutional isolation. 

The libertarian-conservative political ideology of my respondents might also exacerbate the 

“trap” of not being a “little bitch.” Given their worldview and political ideology, these men 

would likely support candidates and policies meant to limit or constrict the safety net, which can 

backfire on these men when faced with hardship. Indeed, Metzl (2019) makes a similar case, 

describing a sentiment among his respondents that they would “rather die” than compromise 

their political beliefs. For example, individuals in Tennessee who despite likely benefiting from 

ACA Medicaid expansion nonetheless support their state’s decision to opt out of Medicaid 

expansion.  

It is important to note that self-harm is not entirely dependent on large external shocks. 

There is a potential delayed/cumulative effect via alcohol consumption—a common means of 

bonding and emotionally coping for my respondents.68 The “little bitch” moral code is not 

supportive of emotional vulnerability because that is a form of powerlessness. Drinking is 

therefore an approved way to socialize and often serves as an integral component of various 

activities (watching sports, hunting, fishing, camping, etc.). It is also a sanctioned means of 

coping with emotional and physical distress, whether by yourself or in a group setting. Having 

beers with one’s friends is one of the few instances where an individual can let their guard down 

and be (moderately) vulnerable.69 This can become a poisoned chalice over-time as the 

deleterious effects of sustained (heavy) alcohol consumption start to impact work, relationships, 

                                                           
68 Most of my interviews and participant observations were conducted in the context of alcohol consumption. This 
was a common means of establishing report (e.g., buying a round) and was frequently how informants introduced 
and “vetted” me to potential respondents (e.g., having drinks with the “crew”).  
69 Sorrowful drinking to cope with emotional distress, such as a breakup, a common theme in county, blues, jazz, 
and rock songs. Lyrics such as “I just can’t seem to drink you off my mind” or “make it one for my baby, and 
another for the road” legitimate, and even romanticize, drinking as a masculine coping mechanism.     
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mental and physical health. In additional, there is an association, albeit highly complex, between 

alcohol abuse and suicide (Pompeli et al. 2010).  

Relatedly, my respondents’ moral code might shed additional light on the null policy 

results in the previous chapter. Their “no excuses and no handouts” ethos juxtaposed with their 

often frustrating and dehumanizing experience with public policy generates a strong aversion to 

seeking public support, even if circumstances are warranted. Yet, as mentioned, this does not 

mean my respondents view all assistance through the same lens. Many had received help from 

family, friends, churches, and non-profits in the community. This was considered acceptable 

because it was understood as a temporary action that was less-stigmatizing and did not 

fundamentally challenge their autonomy and self-sufficiency. The “little bitch” moral code thus 

provides one possible way to understand why white working-class individuals, particularly men, 

are often so averse to seeking out public assistance.  

Building from this discussion of politics, my third contribution—and the crux of my 

qualitative analysis—is that my interviews deepen and broaden our understanding of white 

working-class politics and American politics in general. Scholars have recognized the limits of 

survey data in answering what defines, and what is driving, white working-class politics. As 

Brady et al. (2009:129) argue, future research should “join survey research with intensive 

interviews, focus groups, experiments and other methods to fully understand the politics of the 

white working-class.” Recent research (Prasad et al. 2016) has attempted to do this. I build upon 

this suggestion and existing research thus deepening our understanding of the interrelationship 

between economics, culture, race, gender, and white working-class politics. I also detail the 

contemporary contours and dynamics of this topic using an untapped, and under-appreciated, 

research site (i.e., the West) and analytical sub-group (i.e., more well-off respondents). By 
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analyzing this sub-group I build on a body of research that documents how right-

wing/conservative politics develop and spread from relatively stable groups.70 Similarly, Tea 

Party mobilization and support stemmed from segregated college educated areas (McVeigh et al. 

2014). The strikingly similar insurgent style of reactionary politics that my respondents display is 

therefore in line with these historical examples and further develops existing theory of 

conservative politics in America.  

That said, my results are not simply a repeat of previous right-wing/conservative political 

movement. I posit a potential nascent style of reactionary politics—what I classified as “Bro-

Politik.” While this is not extremist per se, it is nonetheless reactionary and consequential. The 

subtext of Bro-Politik (brazen aggression, insurgency, and supreme emphasis on dominance) 

makes it analogous, or at least susceptible, to authoritarian governance. It is tempting to think of 

the election of Donald Trump as the cause; however, as detailed earlier, Bro-Politik had existed 

in American politics for several years prior to the election of Trump. Elements were present 

during the Tea Party era and in the style of governors like Chris Christe and Paul LaPage and 

senators such as Ted Cruz. Nevertheless, the election of Trump was consequential. First, it 

provided formal validation of this abrasive style of politics.71 Second, it expanded the style and 

potentially linked it with an authoritarian model of governance. To elaborate, a core tenant of 

Trump’s political style and governance model is the exercise and display of real, or symbolic, 

power/domination. It is about control, which was at the core of my respondents’ moral code (i.e. 

the “little bitch”) and political philosophy. Several respondents even said as much, commenting 

                                                           
70 Put differently, the post-1960s conservative ascendency had more to do with June Clever than it does Archie 
Bunker (McGirr 2001). Note that I purposely highlight June Clever (instead of Ward) because white women were 
integral on so many levels in mobilizing and sustaining the political machine that emerged in the suburbs of Orange 
County during the 1950s and 1960s.  
71 A fascinating side question is whether this was only possible because Trump was a political outsider.  
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that Trump’s appeal to them was that he was an outsider who “didn’t give a fuck” about personal 

feelings or existing rules of political engagement. The insurgent style that got Trump in the door 

has now dovetailed into an authoritarian model of governance centered on dominance and 

control.72 Self-identified Republicans, especially primary voters, have continued to rally around 

Trump in ways no other Republican president has experienced. Some of this is fear, as 

exemplified by political operatives afraid of retribution, but not so much for core supporters who 

have doubled down in their support. Whether this a permanent shift in the Republican Party or 

the first stages of a party breakdown, and whether this is a flirtation with authoritarianism 

predicated on charismatic authority, or a harbinger of things to come are both open ended 

questions.  

Another important and related question is what is the larger social system where a loss of 

status, or even threat of status decline, matters so much to these men? This also brings up larger 

questions about the structure of politics and underlying conditions behind the reactionary style of 

politics I hypothesize. These are valuable questions because not everyone who has grievances 

acts out. I argue there has been sort of a perfect storm that has generated the conditions for white 

working-class male pushback. At the foundation are a set of intertwined developments along the 

dimensions of class (stagnation and insecurity) and race/gender (status decline and/or increased 

competition). This generates the relative deprivation mentioned earlier where these men, 

especially those that are younger, presumably have the feeling that “I’m still on top, but not as 

much as I used to be, and it appears like I won’t be in the near future.” That is an experience of 

                                                           
72 One example I find particularly illustrative is Trump’s claim that his inauguration crowd was the largest in 
history, and allegedly having the National Park Service alter photos of his inauguration to corroborate his story. One 
interpretation is that this was a lie just to lie—to demonstrate power and control. I am reminded of a quote from 

Senator O’Rourke (Powers Boothe) in “Sin City” (2005): “Power doesn’t come from a badge, or a gun. Power 
comes from lying. Lying big and getting the whole damn world to play along with ya. Once you got everyone 
agreeing with what they know in their hearts ain’t true you’ve got ‘em by the balls.” 
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stark cognitive dissonance. As research notes, humans tend to react to the dissonance caused by 

relative deprivation with frustration, confusion, and short-term/reactionary behavior (Layard 

2005; Walker and Smith 2002; Kahneman and Tversky 1979; Gurr 1970). Intensifying these 

feelings are historical notions of distributive justice rooted in privilege and fact that these men 

began their careers during and in the immediate aftermath of the of the Great Recession. Beyond 

the effects that can have on lifetime wages, this certainly makes stark any feelings of relative 

deprivation and cognitive dissonance. On top of all this is this pièce de résistance: de-

institutionalization. This is a widespread phenomenon, yet is acutely experienced by white 

working-class men, and reflects and reinforces larger patterns of white working-class isolation 

occurring on multiple levels: marriage, church, political parties, and civic engagement. In sum, 

rising economic insecurity, inequality, and opportunity have economically destabilized the white 

working-class.  

But what generated this particular response? One source might be the more secure socio-

economic position of my respondents. They were generally more well-off than their peers and 

had socio-emotional attachments to friends and loved-ones so they might be less inclined to more 

extremist ideology and behavior. But why instead an insurgent, brash, hyper-individualistic style 

of politics? Certainly the individualism, aggressiveness, and emphasize on dominance inherence 

in the core tenants of hegemonic masculinity are important (Connell and Messerschmidt 2005) 

Another factor is the type and style of labor these men perform. These men work in heavily male 

dominated occupations that emphasize constant competition, physical effort and strength. 

Moreover, these are right/wrong type jobs—either you measured it right or its wrong—that are 

further defined by logics of self-reliance, stoicism, and sometimes violence. Juxtaposed 

alongside dominant notions of masculinity, it seems reasonable to expect a hard-edged style of 
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politics to follow. De-unionization might theoretically intensify these conditions as unions are an 

important collectivist counterweight to the “might makes right” logic of traditional blue-collar 

occupations.73  

Two recent studies detail the interrelationship between work and worldview. Josh Page’s 

(2013) work on the California Peace Officers Association suggests an association between 

employment and hyper-masculine styles of politics. His subjects acquire and reinforce their 

aggressive worldview and disposition through their work as prison guards. Another example is 

Sharone (2013) who demonstrates the marriage of labor and neo-liberalism ideology by detailing 

the self-punishment/hatred unemployed white-collar American workers display as they try to 

find another job. They internalize their difficulties as purely personal failures, and the job search 

organizations that they use throughout the book facilitate and build up on this. 

There is also a sociological foundation for Bro-Politik.74 The balkanization of political 

parties and subsequent partisan gridlock (Gelman  2008), increased demographic sorting since 

the 1990s by education, race, location, and age (PEW Research Center 2016), geo-ideological 

sorting (Sussell and Thompson 2015), historically high levels of institutional distrust (Gallup), 

and an confrontational political style that emerged and blossomed in the 1990s and later became 

epitomized by right-wing media, like Rush Limbaugh and Fox News, and insurgent operatives 

like Newt Gingrich, Chris Christie, and the 2010 Tea Party cohort. The macro level foundations 

are important because they slowly chip away at moderate political positions and civil discourse, 

laying the bedrock for an increasingly aggressive “us vs. them” style of politics.75 At a certain 

                                                           
73 This is not to downplay the degree to which unions are reflective of masculinity. Nevertheless, the core notion of 
a labor union—collective bargaining—invariably means wage compression (some workers’ wages get boosted while 
others get attenuated), which is at odds with competition and individualism—two key characteristics of masculinity. 
74 Interestingly, this insurgent style is not unlike that of the New Right during the 1960s, despite a radically different 
set of macro-social foundations. 
75 A reasonable counterargument is that American politics has never truly known civil discourse except for a perhaps 
a brief period in the middle of the 20th century. In the Antebellum years’ “discourse” was epitomized by the rancor 
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point, a catalyst—the Great Recession, the election of Obama, the insurgency of the progressive 

left during the 2010s—exerts enough pressure, the levee breaks, and the built-up vitriol emerges 

in a concentrated form. 

Finally, there is the question of economics versus group threat. This is a longstanding 

debate in the study of white working-class politics, largely generated by the exodus of white 

working-class individuals—particularly men—from the Democratic Party beginning the 1970s. 

Was this an economic decision based on the promise of Reagan and the New Right (Kenworthy 

et al. 2010), or was it the result of “cultural wars” that produced a false consciousness and pulled 

white working class voters away from their “true interests” (Frank 2004)? I have framed this 

debate through the concept of group threat (Blumer 1958; Blalock 1967; Bobo 1999). Feelings of 

group threat have tended to elicit white “backlash” in various legal and extra-legal forms 

throughout American history. The last 50 years has wrought massive demographic, economic, 

and cultural change to American society. More specifically, the last 20 years have generated 

significant challenges to dominant narratives of redistributive justice have significantly 

challenged the “psychological wage” of both whiteness and maleness in American society.76 It 

therefore reasonable to suspect group threat as a driving force behind current white reactionary 

politics. 

  While it is tempting to pit these two concepts against one another (economics and group 

threat) I caution that this is a false framework because economics and group/status threat tend to 

                                                           

or Jacksonian Era politics, Bloody Kansas, and the beating of a senator with a cane on the Senate floor During the 
latter half of the 19th century “discourse” devolved into open class warfare between labor and capital in the streets, 
and well into the 1960s elected officials were openly defying federal orders to de-segregate and running pro-
segregationist presidential campaigns.   
76 A fascinating side question is why did these men vote for Obama? A non-trivial portion of my respondents 
admitted to voting for Obama as late as 2012.  



190 

 

co-constitute one another.77 The standard procedure of pitting economics and status in 

competitive linear models is thus questionable on both theoretical and methodological grounds. 

Two recent examples illustrate this point (Prasad et al 2016; McVeigh et al 2014). Both expertly 

connect economics, status, culture, and politics. They each argue that economic interests are 

more than short-term economic trading for votes/support. There are long-term processes and 

perceived group interests at play. In sum, individuals are influenced and driven by moral and 

cultural concerns/appeals; however, these tend to have an economic dimension. Prasad et al 

(2016:286) offer an excellent summary of this perspective:  

“We argue that our respondents work to sustain a worldview and lifestyle that 

they see as in their general economic interest, and specific issues and behaviors 

become implicated in that worldview and lifestyle. This worldview and lifestyle 

are often articulated in the discourse of morality. But this discourse is neither 

arbitrary, nor driven only by the need to create social status distinctions. Rather 

the discourse—and the behavior it reflects—are aimed at very practical economic 

goals…we attempt to show that certain strategies and behaviors emerge from (a 

lower-income status) as an attempt to improve life chances, and then become 

articulated in this discourse of morality.” 

Prasad and colleagues demonstrate this through in-depth interview analysis of white working-

class individuals. Their respondents espouse a moral framework of thrift and frugality that is 

simultaneously a model of perceived economic success—what the authors dub “walking the 

                                                           
77 Weber alludes to this. By conceptualizing class/status/power as separate dimensions he was not necessarily pitting 
them against one another. For example, he is careful to note the economics of status—that it often takes money to 
occupy a status group. Scholars historically presumed this meant that status was a sub-set of economics. Research in 
cultural sociology on taste (Bourdieu 1984) and expectation states theory has challenged this notion, arguing that 
status can operate alongside, but also independently, of class (See Ridgeway 2014 for details).  
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line.” This worldview shapes respondents understanding of politics and resultant political 

philosophy—in this case their support for fiscally conservative politics.   

McVeigh et al. (2014) demonstrate a similar finding. In their quantitative analysis of Tea 

Party mobilization they substantiated the point that direct economic hardship was not the primary 

motivator for Tea Party support. Many of the members and supporters said they were doing 

okay. The incentives to mobilize were “rooted in emerging threats to constituent interests or 

declining power in economic and political exchange” (p.633). So while they might not have been 

directly suffering, they felt a generalized current and/or future threat. This does not mean that 

generalized economic threat was the only factor in play. Status and cultural values were 

interlaced within their economic grievances and concerns. Tea Party supporters couched their 

economic rhetoric in cultural blankets of constitutional originalism, often epitomized by appeals 

and “callbacks” to the Founding Fathers. Their economic plan was thus about patriotism and 

morality, as much as it was about sound macro-economic policy. This shaped the contours and 

dynamics of respondents’ support for Tea Party ideas and their collective mobilization. As the 

authors assert, “political conflict over the governments roles in redistribution is rooted in 

competing visions of how people achieve economic success” (2014:631).  

McVeigh and colleagues therefore push back against the idea that the Tea Party reflected 

a simple group/status threat from “hope and change” messaging.78 Similarly, they disagree that 

the Tea Party was a manifestation of Hofstader’s (1964) “paranoid” anti-modernist style of right-

wing politics, or Gusfield’s (1963) idea that conservative moral movements are about status 

substitution, i.e., as a group experiences economic decline they try to compensate, or at least gain 

recognition, through symbolic (moral) issues. McVeigh et al (2014) assert that these accounts 

                                                           
78 As one legendary bumper of the era read, “I’ll keep my guns, money, and freedom. You can keep the change.”  
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obscure the point that what is economic, is also cultural, and vice versa. Fighting taxation, 

centralized government, and universalistic redistribution are all cornerstones of a cultural vision 

of what it means to be an “true” American. This vision/framework hearkens back to the imagined 

“duty” of “true patriots” to stand up against tyranny—and thus the appeals of Jefferson’s quote, 

“the tree of liberty must be refreshed from time to time with the blood of patriots and tyrants.”  

I have argued that my respondents embody a similar economics-as-morality worldview 

rooted in (white) American ideology, culture, and patriotism that shapes their models of success 

and subsequently their personal politics. Yet, my respondents are not “down n’ out,” nor do they 

regularly encounter and/or compete against Blacks, “feminists” and “college kids.” Does this 

mean that relative deprivation and group threat fail to shape their political attitudes and 

ideology? I assert, and have shown, that they both matter because of the relational and temporal 

nature of each concept. As I stated earlier, relative deprivation and group threat are relational 

process driven by real and perceived understandings of the world. Individuals assess their 

position relative to people directly in their life (friends, family, and co-workers) in addition to 

out-groups that may, or may not, be an immediate part of their life. Moreover, this is a 

comparison that is made in real time, as well as against historical precedence and normative 

standards. Put bluntly, an individual does not have to directly experience relative deprivation or 

group threat in order to feel and be impacted by either. Both Willer, Feinberg, and Wetts (2016) 

and Craig and Richeson (2014) use experimental designs to demonstrate that generalized 

“decline of whiteness” arguments and hypothetical future scenarios of the “darkening of 

America” both generate attitudinal support for reactionary politics among white Americans. As 

mentioned, this is why my interviews are designed to get at so many aspects of this relational and 

temporal process.  
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My respondents exist in world their fathers and grandfathers did not experience. This is a 

profound, albeit minor, shift that these young men were generally not prepared to encounter, nor 

did they expect. This is a quintessential example of relative deprivation. My respondents have 

reacted to this uncertain new world and the subsequent dissonance it has produced through the 

creation of a hardboiled, hyper-individualistic worldview and model of success. The resultant 

“little bitch” moral code my respondents use to differentiate themselves from disparaged 

outgroups also reflects broader feelings of group/status threat and competition. I assert that these 

concerns are a cornerstone of my respondents’ reactionary style of politics.  

The idea of competing in “good” versus “bad” faith is an illustrative way to understand 

my respondents’ feelings of group threat. My results suggest a sentiment that to the extent that 

disparaged outgroups do compete for jobs and educational opportunities they are doing it in bad 

faith. They are trying to “cheat the game” through forced diversity, political correctness, and 

exaggerated or false grievances, e.g., “playing the victim.” In contrast, certain types of 

Hispanics, women, and rich people are competing in good faith and with dignity. Whatever 

“threat” they pose is muted because they know how to work and have therefore “rightfully 

earned” their success. My respondents note as much in their description of Hispanic and female 

co-workers/friends/loved ones and in how they describe “cool” (read: humble and self-made) 

rich people. 

Knowing how to work and thus competing in good faith is a much of an individual as it is 

a collective model of honor, dignity, and success. It is model of life deeply entrenched in the 

foundations of America and even basic human nature, as illustrated by the myriad of historical 

and biologically based references my respondents use in Chapter 5. The fact that disparaged out-

groups refuse to live in accordance with “American culture” and/or “reality” thus poses a threat 
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to the crux of American society and consequently the American capitalist economy—two things 

that are realistically impossible to divorce.79 Therefore, the broad, perhaps even existential, threat 

posed by disparaged outgroups can, and does, exist above-and-beyond the immediate social 

context of my respondents  

Final Thoughts 

Limitations  

My analysis is not without limitations and concerns. As per my quantitative analysis it is 

important to underscore that I have conducted an ecological correlational analysis. I do not have 

individual level data and therefore cannot make direct claims about the micro-level relationship 

between precarity, race/class/gender, and deaths of despair. Moreover, I do not have the 

statistical power in my data, or modeling, to make casual claims. I have attempted to account for 

relevant confounders and adjust for spatial correlation, but I have nonetheless not conducted a 

causal model. My results should therefore be understood as county-level associations. Another 

concern is my data might underestimate the effect of the recession. I use ACS five-year data, 

which is appropriate, but it does “flatten out” the data ultimately making trends harder to 

pinpoint.80 Lastly, the suppression of cases with fewer than ten deaths by the CDC generates a 

potential selection bias in my outcome. While I addressed this in the methods/data section and 

                                                           
79 A worthwhile question is the degree to which this is a performative act meant to obscure the more trite and 
problematic issue at hand—that these men are naturally resistant to changes in the status quo given their socially 
dominant position. For example, Ridgeway (2014) describes how dominant groups tend to respond to status 
challenges via reactionary outbursts. This blowback is one of three mechanisms—the others being status bias and 
associational bias—by which dominant groups stabilize and reinforce the two key mechanisms of stratification 
systems: exploitation and opportunity hoarding. It is not a stretch then to consider the categorization of Blacks, 
women, and poor individuals as “little bitches” along these lines. It delineates their worth within the stratification 
system and thus what rewards they are entitled to. This permits these men to then set standards of “legitimate 
success” that are very difficult to obtain in the face of structural discrimination. 
80 For details see https://www.psrc.org/sites/default/files/acs_user_s_guide_dec-08_0.pdf 
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contend that there is no reason for concern, it is still an issue and obtaining the full distribution 

an outcome is still optimal.  

There are also several limitations/concerns to my qualitative analysis. First, I have a 

small non-random sample which limits generalizability. That said, the purpose of my interview-

based analysis was to elucidate processes and generalize theory, which I feel I have successfully 

done. Second, I am not observing behavior, but instead attitudes. Questions of measurement 

validity and applicability to observable behavior are therefore warranted. That said, there is a 

large body of research that details the behavioral aspects of economics, group threat, and politics. 

So while I cannot, and do not, make claims about the actual behavior of my respondents, I assert 

that I can theorize about potential behavior. Lastly, respondent posturing is a potential threat to 

internal validity of my research design. A more direct wat to put this is that the politics of 

masculinity may have tinted my analysis. Respondents would regularly inflate aspects of their 

masculinity to avoid showing weakness to me. This could be in downplaying their debt or 

inflating their economic prospects and standard of living. At times it was also difficult to get 

respondents to open up about general anxieties or more personal topics like how they compare 

themselves to their fathers, what traits they like/dislike in other people, their feelings about 

spirituality, their feelings about trust, and instances where they have felt let down or betrayed by 

friends and loved ones. Some men would retreat and give terse answers meant to stop further 

questions, would deflect the question by saying they had never really thought about it, or would 

say that it was not their place to have an opinion. I was able to correct for some of these concerns 

with participant observation and background knowledge, but it is nonetheless a threat to my 

analysis. That said, interview/respondent demographic dynamics is not unique to my analysis. 

Silva (2012), who also interviewed working-class men (and women) experienced a completely 
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different phenomenon. She refers to the “therapeutic” atmosphere that regularly characterized 

her interviews. Above and beyond interviewing skill it is reasonable to hypothesize gender 

dynamics playing a role—i.e., caring/nurturing stereotypes and masculine codes that restrict who 

can and cannot see “weakness.” 

Is this worth concern? 

 reasonable critique of my analysis is that 1) I may have unnecessarily centered whiteness 

and maleness; 2) I have presumed a large amount of political power upon these men; and 3) I 

have inflated the struggle of my demographic. Put differently, white working-class men, while 

not as economically powerful as they once were, are still doing better than their non-white peers 

and are still white in an America very much still built on whiteness.  

While there is merit to this critique, I want to challenge elements of the argument. First, it 

is true that white men do tend to make the most, on average, in nearly all working-class/blue-

collar occupations and industries; however, these jobs are becoming harder to obtain, are more 

unstable, provide fewer benefits, and have experienced an increase in within-industry inequality. 

Similarly, the entire working class, regardless of race/ethnicity and gender, has experienced a 

massive social and economic decline since 1970. The deep structural changes of the last fifty 

years have shown bare the stark inequities of class in America. Race and gender advantages 

provide a shadow of the (economic) shield they used to.  

Second, white non-Hispanics are still highly representative of working-class America, as 

Table 13 demonstrates. Note that this is not meant to ignore the alarmingly high percentage of 

Blacks and Hispanics that are working-class, but rather to demonstrate that whites are still very 

much part of working-class America.  
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TABLE 13.  Working-Class Demographics, 2018 

Race/Ethnicity Percent of 

Working-Class1 

Percent 

Working-Class2 

Percent of total 

U.S. population3 

White non-Hispanic 60.93 64.7 60.2 

Black 13.93 83.1 12.3 

Hispanic (any race) 18.9 78.0 18.3 
1 Percent of total U.S. population 25 years and older with less than a four-year college degree. 
2 Percent of race/ethnic specific population 25 years and older with less than a four-year college degree. 
3 For additional context, white non-Hispanics comprise 64.5 percent of those 25 and older in the U.S. 
Source: 2018 American Community Survey, 1-year estimates 

 

 
Lastly, is the question of whether the white working-class still poses a political threat? 

One possible is yes, but the effect is rapidly shrinking as size of the white working class as a 

share of the electorate is declining. This is true, but it presumes equal access to the polls, which 

as we have seen in the last ten years has become questionable. Furthermore, a wounded animal is 

a dangerous creature, especially if it feels trapped. A minority of these individuals have joined or 

formed paramilitary groups/militias, become lone-wolf operatives, or turned into Incels. This is 

of concern, but I argue what is even more alarming is the hardboiled outlook, rhetoric, and 

subsequent political tone/timbre I have detailed. This is a style that is antithetical to effective 

political operation. There is good reason to suspect these men (and women) are going to 

increasingly support insurgent political figures and reactionary positions and policy—whether 

they come from the Republican Party or not. High levels of de-institutionalization and 

institutional distrust suggest that Trump has not corralled these men into the Republican Party. 

One pushback against what I have just said is why focus only the white working-class? 

According to exit polls, over fifty percent of white men and women voted for Trump. This 

maintained for college versus non-college educated whites—except for college educated white 

women (although that was only 51 percent). This is great critique of my research, and of research 

on American conservative movements in general. Despite increased educational-partisan sorting 

since 1990, no Democratic presidential candidate has received a majority vote from white voters 
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in over 50 years. It is certainly worth considering this point when situating my findings within 

the larger American political context.  

Future Directions 
I have several future goals and directions for the project. First, to obtain the full set of 

data for my outcome in order to expand my longitudinal analysis forward and backward. I want 

to expand backwards to address core questions of my project, like the effect of precarity on 

deaths and if, and how, being white working-class has changed. Additional data would also 

allow me to disaggregate deaths down to their respective components, focus solely on whites, 

and identify the counties that experienced the largest increases in deaths of despair and isolate 

them out for analysis. Second, more thorough data would allow me to push my analysis forward. 

Recent evidence suggests that deaths of despair are beginning to increase for non-whites (Case 

and Deaton 2020b). Third, I would also like to try and disentangle the policy effects in my 

analysis. It is reasonable my null findings are due to methodological choice and/or data issues. 

Or perhaps not, and the solutions to this issue are deep and require localized understandings.  

Finally, a crucial future direction is to obtain a new wave of interviews. The election of 

Trump might have quelled anger, or it might have inflamed it. I began this process in the Fall of 

2019, but due to various constraints was unable to obtain more than five interviews. I intend on 

continuing data collection and analysis in the future. At one level the COVID protests suggest 

that things might have gotten worse. Even a recent gathering against police violence has become 

politicized with men and women showing up with tactical gear and firearms to a counter protest 

a peaceful gathering in Prescott. Future research is therefore imperative to detail and understand 

the next stage/face of white working-class politics.  
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APPENDIX B 
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APPENDIX C 
Background: 

1. Where are you from?  
2. Where do you currently work?  

• Prior jobs? Is this job where you intend to stay and build a career?   

• (If necessary) How and why did you end up at your current job? Pay, benefits, close 
to family, etc.? How did you get the job? Referral from friend/family/blind 
application from walk-in/blind application online, etc. 

3. What do/did your parents and grandparents do for work?  
4. What is your educational background? What about your parents and brothers/sisters? 

• Do you plan/intend to go (or go back) to college? 
5. Do you have kids? 
6. Are you married?  

• If not, but has a gf, ask if they live together, what she does, and whether she has a 
four-year degree 

• Do you have a desire to get married (not just to your current gf, but in general)? If 
not, why? 

7. Are you a veteran? (If yes) Are you the only one in your family who has served? 

 

Opportunity and Success:  

8. What did you want to be when you were younger? What kind of life did you think you were 
going to have when you were a kid  

• How did this pan turn out? 
9. How do you define success? What makes the “good life?” And why? 

• (prod on the importance of work ethic, and whether its “dying”)  
10. Has not having a college degree negatively affected your opportunities for financial success? 

What about your future opportunities? 
11. What do you think it means to be a “man?”  

• Is it more difficult today than in the past? Are there fewer “real men” 

• Why? Prod on declining breadwinner status, rising autonomy of women, etc. 
12. (Prod on opportunity/American Dream related questions on survey) 
13. Do you feel more successful than your parents? (Alt way: How do you feel you’re doing 

compared to your father when he was your age?)  
14. Do you think that our generation will be better off, about the same, or worse off financially 

than our children’s generation will be? 
 

Economic Insecurity:  

15. Do you do anything outside, or beyond, your primary job in order to make ends meet? (like 
title loans, working side jobs, selling material goods, etc.) 

• What about trading services and/or bartering? 
16. How would your ability to make ends meet change if you were not married/living with your 

girlfriend? (if she’s employed, what does she do?) 
17. (if applicable) What type of chores do you do around the house? 
18. Do you have health care? If not, why?  
19. If you lost your job today, how quick do you think you could find a new job?  
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• What if the new job pays substantially less than your current job?  

• In this scenario, can you think of a job you wouldn’t feel comfortable doing? 
20. If you lost your job today, how long could you continue to meet your basic needs (food, 

shelter, medical care) before being in real financial trouble  

• Follow up: What would you do? Take government benefits, borrow from a 
friend/relative, use savings, sell assets, etc.? 

• Follow up: ask about their answer regarding who they would contact on the starter 
questionnaire [specifically, did they bring those folks up?] 

• Have you seen a friend/relative/loved one go through this scenario? What did they do? 
How do you feel about it? In your opinion, do you feel like you’re seeing, or even 
hearing about, more people going through these tough economic scenarios than you used 
to?  

 

Boundaries, Civic Attachment, and Political Efficacy: 

21. Do you consider yourself religious? (If not) how about spiritual? 

• How active are they in church? If so, is this because they have a partner and/or kids?  
22. Do you belong to any organizations or clubs? 

• Is this something of any importance to them? 
23. Is it important to have strong relationships with your neighbors?  

• How many close friends would you say you have? 
24. There’s also a lot of discussion right now about this term political correctness. What do you 

think about when I say that term? 
25. Police have been have been “catching a lot of flak.” What do you think about this? 
26. If you were to experience difficult times, how confident are you that you could turn to 

government programs for support/assistance? Would this be something you would want to 
do/feel comfortable with? 

• What programs would they use? Why or why not?  

• Have they ever used programs? (prod here about the submerged state) 
27. What role does the right to bear arms play in your life? What types of constraints on gun 

ownership are you okay with? 
28. Do you agree, or disagree, with the following statement: It’s important to be actively 

involved in the political system, specifically, belonging to a political party, voting, donating 
to campaigns, writing congressmen. 

• Have you become more, or less, involved in the political system?  
29. How much trust do you have in congressmen and other elected officials to work in the best 

interests of Americans? 

• If little/none, then why? Is it because the system is corrupt/broken?  
30. Where do they get their news/information? When you hear a news source, how do you know 

whether to trust it?  
31. What do you consider to be the most important issue facing the United States today? What 

should be done 
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APPENDIX D 
Interactive Effect of Medicaid Expansion and White Working-Class  

 
 
Interactive Effect of Medicaid Expansion and White Working-Class (west excluded) 
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Interactive Effect of Medicaid Expansion and White Working-Class (west specific) 
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