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Abstract: Why is there not more public oulcry in the face of rising income inequality ? Although public
choice models predict that rising inequality will spur public demand for redistribution, evidence often fails
to support this view. We explain this lack of outcry by considering social-psychological processes contextu-
alized within the spatial, institutional, and political context that combine to dampen dissent. We contend
that rising inequality can activate the very psychological processes that stifle outcry, causing people to be
blind to the true extent of inequality, to legitimize rising disparities, and to reject redistribution as an effec-
tive solution. As a result, these psychological processes reproduce and exacerbate inequality and legitimize
the institutions that produce it. Finally, we explore ways to disrupt the processes perpetuating this cycle.
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The last few decades have seen a marked trend
toward rising income inequality in many nations,
rooted in an increasingly large share of wealth con-
trolled by the rich.! Heightened income inequali-
ty within a society has been linked to adverse out-
comes, including reduced social capital, trust, and
community support; higher rates of mortality; and
increased violent crime.? Under such conditions,
people — particularly those disadvantaged by in-
equality — might be expected to protest income
inequality and vote for politicians who promise
to reduce it. Such an assumption is contained in
classic public choice models of self-interested, ra-
tional voters, such as the Meltzer-Richard Model
(MRM ).3 This model contends that, as income in-
equality increases — and the median income drops
in relation to the mean income — the median voter
will prefer greater redistribution, vote accordingly,
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and thereby influence tax and public
goods policies that counter excessive in-
come disparities. Yet in many nations,
this is not the case. Instead, public op-
position to escalating income inequality
and support for redistribution are often
surprisingly underwhelming.

In this essay, we consider the social-psy-
chological processes that contribute to
the maintenance and acceleration of in-
equality, particularly in a highly unequal
environment. We propose that, asincome
inequality grows over time, some people
may indeed recognize and revile it. How-
ever, the very context of rising inequali-
ty may trigger processes that dampen op-
position to inequality. As inequality rises,
people may become increasingly blind to
its true magnitude. Heightened inequali-
ty may lead people to rationalize and le-
gitimize greater disparities, and to find
redistribution inappropriate. We articu-
late how each of these psychological pro-
cesses are situated within and causally
connected to broader, multilevel systems
(such as media and political processes)
that trigger them.

To analyze these processes systemat-
ically, we use the influential MRM as a
foil. Although many theorists challenge
the assumption that rational voters make
informed choices, the model has none-
theless motivated an enormous amount
of research in fields such as political sci-
ence, political economics, and sociolo-
gy.* Many of these studies have failed to
find support for the MRM. Most of these
studies, however, have not considered the
failure of this intuitively appealing model
through a social-psychological lens. Thus,
we provide a novel contribution to a vari-
ety of disciplines by analyzing the social-
psychological processes that can disrupt
each step in the MRM.

We structure this essay by breaking
down the MRM into its principal assump-
tions, key constructs, and evident paths,

noting also the constructs and paths that
we believe are missing, or are only implic-
it, in this model. We consider and provide
examples of how people’s experiences
and responses to income inequality are
affected by, and in turn can reciprocally
influence, macrolevel factors (such as cul-
tural narratives and economic conditions),
mesolevel factors (such as spatial segre-
gation based on socioeconomic status),
and microlevel factors (such as ration-
alization processes). The purpose is to
use the model as a tool for breaking down
the distinct perceptual, behavioral, and
institutional steps that would have to oc-
cur for the context of rising inequality to
result in greater redistribution, thereby
illuminating why this outcome so rarely
occurs.

N present three models of reactions
to income inequality. In Figure 1, we de-
pict the processes explicitly hypothesized
by the MRM.> In this model, as objective
levels of income inequality increase with-
in a nation, the median voter will prefer
greater redistribution (path 1). Preferenc-
es forredistribution are expected to result
in more support for the candidate prom-
ising redistribution (path 2). Finally, this
public support is expected to result in the
implementation of policies supporting
greater redistribution (path 3); that is,
public policy will be responsive to pub-
lic opinion. Consequently, equilibrium is
predicted: as macrolevel income inequal-
ity increases, there will be greater mac-
rolevel redistribution (path 4). However,
evidence reveals that increases in income
inequality are only rarely linked to great-
er redistribution, and often predict de-
clining generosity of the welfare state in-
stead. To understand why the MRM is so
often empirically refuted, we must con-
sider each of the steps in the model and
interrogate the social-psychological pro-
cesses underlying each assumption.
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Figure 1
Meltzer-Richard Model of Redistribution
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Note: The model specifies the steps of the original Meltzer-Richard Model: objective inequality to redistribu-
tion. Assumptions/boundary conditions include majority rule, decisive median income voter, single issue elec-
tion, and universal suffrage. Source: Allan H. Meltzer and Scott F. Richard, “A Rational Theory of the Size of
Government,” The Journal of Political Economy 89 (5) (1981).

In Figure 2, we provide an Extended
MRM, which makes explicit those im-
plied microlevel processes intervening
between macrolevel income inequali-
ty and preference for redistribution by
the median voter. The top row outlines
the MRM. The shaded circles and paths
A, B, C, D, and E outline what we add to
the model by unpacking potential psy-
chological mechanisms at work. Here,
the MRM implicitly assumes a positive
path A: as objective income inequality in-
creases, people will accurately perceive
more inequality. In contrast, we pro-
pose that due to socioeconomic residen-
tial and work segregation, and to social
comparative, informational, and motiva-
tional factors, path A will in fact be weak
or nonsignificant. The MRM implicitly
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assumes a negative path B: as people sub-
jectively perceive more income inequali-
ty, they will evaluate it less positively. We
propose instead that the heightened in-
equalities people do perceive will often
be rationalized and justified due to pro-
cesses of legitimization. Thus, we expect
a positive path B: those who perceive
more inequality may evaluate inequality
more favorably. Path C depicts how peo-
ple’s evaluations of inequality are related
to their preference for redistributive pol-
icies. The MRM implicitly assumes that
path C is negative: people who judge in-
equalities more unfavorably should sup-
port more redistribution by the govern-
ment. However, we propose that even if
people believe that there is too much in-
come inequality, they may not believe
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that redistribution by the government is
appropriate, effective, or fair. Thus, path
C may be weak. We also note path D and
E in Figure 2: some research we reviewed
examines the link (path D) between ob-
jective inequality and evaluations of in-
equality (without measuring subjective
perceptions of inequality), or the link
(path E) between perceived inequali-
ty and redistribution demand (without
measuring evaluations of inequality). We
suggest that these paths are likely medi-
ated through the variables we identify
in Figure 2 and, because of the process-
es outlined above, are likely to be weak.
Of course, for each of these paths, sig-
nificant individual differences in beliefs
about and attitudes toward inequality
can feed into and/or moderate these pro-
cesses. Therefore, we discuss for whom
these effects are more or less likely.
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Paths 2 and 3 of the Extended MRM
again depict how greater preference for
redistribution leads to more support for
the candidate promising redistribution,
which translates to actual redistribu-
tion. We denote these circles in the mod-
el with dotted (rather than solid) lines.
We consider this process, but in relatively
less depth due to our focus on the social-
psychological processes that disrupt the
explicit and implicit assumptions of the
MRM. We assert that although paths
2 and 3 from public opinion to votes to
policy are assumed to be positive, these
links are likely attenuated or disrupted
by a variety of political processes that are
themselves affected by levels of income
inequality.

In Figure 3, we depict how macro-,
meso-, and microlevel factors can affect,
moderate, or be influenced by the pro-
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Microlevel Factors
Socioeconomic Status
Threat, Uncertainty, Disillusionment
Motives to Rationalize Status Quo
Meritocracy & Social Mobility Beliefs
Social Comparison Processes
Social Dominance Orientation
Sociopolitical Orientation
Prejudice & Stereotypes

Mesolevel Factors
SES Spatial Segregation
Homophily
Ethnoracial Inequality
Information Echo Chambers
Participation in Political Processes
Political Polarization
Intergroup Relations
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cesses by which people respond to in-
creasing inequality (see the inner lighter
circle). First, macro-, meso-, and micro-
level factors may act as antecedents of el-
ements in the inequality model. For in-
stance, macrolevel cultural narratives
and myths about meritocracy or pover-
ty can affect people’s preference for re-
distribution. Second, macro-, meso-, and
microlevel factors may moderate the pro-
cesses or paths within the model. For in-
stance, the strength of the relation be-
tween objective income inequality and
people’s perceptions of such inequality
may depend on the mesolevel spatial seg-
regation that exists along socioeconomic
status (SES) lines. Third, the processes
whereby people experience and respond
to income inequality can also affect
broader macro-, meso-, and microlevel
factors. For instance, the rationalization
of inequality can lead to prejudice toward
the poor and more conflictual intergroup
relations: examples of consequences that
extend beyond public support for redis-
tribution itself.

As inequality rises, broader contextu-
al and social-psychological processes will
impede the likelihood of people correct-
ly recognizing high inequality, evaluating
it as extreme, and supporting greater re-
distribution. A critical point of our essay
is to articulate the conditions that result
in blindness to, legitimization of, and re-
production of inequality, thereby allow-
ing us to consider how to facilitate the
conditions that could result in less, rath-
er than more, inequality. To begin, let us
consider the most basic test of the MRM:
do systems and people act to maintain
some equilibrium between inequality
and redistribution over time ?

Meltzer and Richard offer a self-cor-
recting model of how democracies keep
inequalitiesin check: when inequality ris-
es too much, voters mobilize to demand

better balance. The model has been test-
ed in a variety of ways. The first compo-
nent always represents objective income
inequality operationalized with measures
such as the Gini index. Some studies ex-
amine how inequality leads to demand
for redistribution (public opinion); oth-
er studies assess actual redistribution (re-
distributive policies, social spending).
There is good reason to presume that de-
mand for redistribution will not always
map onto actual redistributive policy.”

Redistributive policies can take vari-
ous forms, including new tax rates, wel-
fare support, social security, public health
care, public education, unemployment
insurance, and old-age pensions. Where-
as some policies are more directly redis-
tributive (like welfare), others can be cat-
egorized as social safety nets (like unem-
ployment or pensions) or as public goods
fostering equality of opportunity (like
public education).® Although different
types of redistribution may be viewed
quite differently by the public, here they
are all treated as metrics of the same over-
arching construct of redistribution.

According to the MRM, as levels of in-
come inequality increase, so should de-
mand for redistribution (see Figure 1,
path 1) and actual redistribution (path 4).
In general, support for path 4-objec-
tive inequality leading to more redistrib-
utive policies or actual redistribution -
is mixed. Some analyses find support or
mixed support, others find no relation-
ship.? Indeed, some researchers find the
opposite pattern: in both crossnational
and longitudinal studies, greater objec-
tive inequality sometimes predicts lower
levels of redistribution.®

Does rising inequality prompt the hy-
pothesized demand for redistribution,
even if not always translated to policy?
Support for path 1 is also inconsistent:
Some analyses suggest that high inequal-
ity increases demand for redistribution;
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other studies link higher inequality to
lower support for redistribution, across
countries or within-country across
time." For instance, as income inequal-
ity rose over twenty-five years in the
United Kingdom beginning in the mid-
1980s, public support for redistribution
fell.*> Other studies examining multiple
nations find no consistent relation be-
tween objective inequality and public
demand for redistribution.” Given the
mixed evidence, we conclude that the
MRM'’s hypothesized positive links be-
tween inequality and redistribution (Fig-
ure 1, paths 1 and 4) appear to be largely
unsupported.

A related body of research, however,
demonstrates that although actual in-
equality fails to predict support for re-
distribution, higher perceived levels of in-
equality are sometimes linked to both
greater demand for redistribution (Figure
2, path E), and more generous redistrib-
utive policy.’# It makes sense that pub-
lic opinion would be shaped more by the
inequality people perceive than by what
goes unnoticed; these findings point to
a meaningful disconnect between actual
and perceived inequality levels (Figure 2,
path A). How accurate are people’s judg-
ments of income inequality ?

Implicit in the MRM is the assumption
that people estimate with reasonable ac-
curacy the level of inequality in a society
at any given time (Figure 2, path A). How-
ever, there is good reason to doubt that
people’s subjective perceptions correctly
track objective levels of income inequali-
ty. Psychological mechanisms may inhib-
it the detection of true levels of inequali-
ty; paradoxically, estimates may become
more inaccurate as actual inequality levels
rise. Across forty countries, people were
quite poor at guessing their nation’s pat-
tern of wealth distribution: in only five
of forty countries were estimates correct
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more than 50 percent of the time."> Fur-
thermore, people seem to be limited in
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in inequality over time. Although income
inequality rose dramatically in the United
Statesbetween 1980 and 2000, one-quarter
of Americans reported being unaware of
any change.'® Likewise, longitudinal, mul-
tinational studies have revealed at times no
link between objective levels of inequality
and perceptions of inequality and, at oth-
er times, only a small association, leaving
considerable room for slippage.”
Knowing that people incorrectly esti-
mate levels of inequality does not tell us
whether their perceptions are under- or
overestimates. Evidence is mixed, but
most frequently, people’s misperceptions
of inequality err in the direction of un-
derestimation. For example, Americans
estimated that the richest quintile owned
59 percent of the wealth, while the bot-
tom two quintiles combined controlled
roughly 10 percent; in fact, the richest
quintile controls 84 percent of the wealth
and the bottom two quintiles - the bot-
tom 40 percent of Americans - control
o percent.’® The phenomenon seems to
be driven especially by underestimation
of the staggering incomes and wealth
controlled at the top, as well as dramat-
ic underestimation of the economic dis-
advantage still faced by minority groups
such as Black Americans.'® This underes-
timation is not a uniquely American phe-
nomenon; it has been demonstrated in-
ternationally, with the most pronounced
underestimations in countries with the
highest levels of actual inequality.>® Un-
derestimation is significant because peo-
ple who do perceive higher levels of in-
equality tend to report greater support
for redistribution (Figure 2, path E).**
Although misperceptions often under-
estimate inequality, any bias that some-
times veers in one direction can conceiv-
ably also lean in the opposite direction.
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Accordingly, evidence suggests that al-
though respondents from many nations
tended to underestimate inequality on
average, respondents from some nations
were fairly accurate and others tended to
overestimate true levels of inequality.>*
Political leaning may also play a role: in
one recent study, American political lib-
erals were more likely than conservatives
to overestimate rising inequality.>3 Taken
together, the available evidence suggests
that people’s ability to track real levels
of inequality is tenuous at best, often un-
derestimated, sometimes overestimated,
and can be affected by how the question
is asked and by preexisting ideologies.

What affects people’s perceptions of in-
equality levels? People do not form their
impressions of inequality levels after por-
ing over years of data; they rely on cog-
nitive shortcuts and highly accessible in-
formation.*4 It is important therefore to
understand the micro-, meso-, and macro-
level contextual factors (Figure 3) that can
shape perceptions of inequality and con-
tribute to the disconnect between objec-
tive and perceived levels of inequality.
First, media portrayals of income in-
equality may be a macrolevel contextu-
al factor that weakens the link between
objective income inequality and its accu-
rate recognition (Figure 3). People rely on
the media to make sense of complex is-
sues when information is otherwise not
available to them, and media coverage
can affect people’s beliefs and positions
on economic issues.*> Awareness of lev-
els of inequality could rise during periods
of increased coverage (such as during Oc-
cupy Wall Street). However, mainstream
media provide incomplete information
about economic issues, such as the im-
plications of the Bush 2001 and 2003 tax
cuts for income inequality.® Further,
news coverage does not necessarily track
actual economic trends.?” In the United

States, as inequality rose between 1980
and 2000, print media reporting on this
issue declined.?® Media and political nar-
ratives may be crafted by economic and
political elites to shape public opinion.>?
Under conditions of greater inequality,
economic elites have an even larger share
of control over these forms of influence,
along with a heightened incentive to dis-
courage unwelcome scrutiny.3°

Second, there are mesolevel or social-
ly contextualized ways in which people
access media—and more recently social
media - that could influence how peo-
ple perceive income inequality (Figure 3).
People may choose partisan media and
curate social media networks that cre-
ate informational echo chambers limit-
ing exposure both to ideas inconsistent
with their ideology and to people dissimi-
lar from them.3' Such informational echo
chambers are increasingly intensified by
online algorithms selectively providing
attitude-consistent stimuli and undercut
the likelihood that people will receive ac-
curate information about inequality.3*

It is also worth acknowledging differ-
ential access to institutional sources of
knowledge other than media. People do
not experience “inequality levels” direct-
ly via lived experience; rather, they expe-
rience levels of economic hardship rela-
tive to those in their local environment.
People’s awareness of actual levels of in-
equality may be contingent on formal ed-
ucation and access to and ability to criti-
cally evaluate aggregate evidence. As ris-
ing inequality compounds educational
disparities, access to detailed aggregate
information about economic inequali-
ty might increasingly become available
mainly to the wealthy.33

Third, accurate perceptions of inequal-
ity may be inhibited by mesolevel factors,
such as spatial segregation based on SES
(Figure 3). Because people tend to cluster
in socioeconomically homogenous rural/
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urban milieus, neighborhoods, and so-
cial networks, they may have little first-
hand knowledge of “how the other half
lives.”34 This tendency toward residen-
tial segregation on the basis of income
has become increasingly pronounced as
inequality has risen, especially for black
families.35 Hence, rising inequalities can
paradoxically shield people from recog-
nizing the full extent of the economic
gap. Residential and spatial segregation
limit awareness of the true range of eco-
nomic circumstances in broader society;
at the same time, it further perpetuates
inequality over time via access to resourc-
es, education, jobs, and mates.3°

Fourth, at a microlevel, social compar-
ison processes work in tandem with in-
creasing residential segregation to dis-
rupt accurate comparative assessments
of inequality (Figure 3). Because social
comparisons are predominantly made
with relevant, close others, people may
limit comparisons to people in their (in-
creasingly) income-segregated networks.
As aresult, comparisons may fail to gauge
real levels of societal inequality and may
dampen dissatisfaction with one’s rank.3”
By comparing themselves with econom-
ically similar others, the poor overesti-
mate their societal-level SES and the rich
underestimate theirs, contributing to un-
derestimations of overall inequality in
both cases.3®

Fifth, at the level of culture, people may
limit the economic information that is
visible, displayed, or willingly shared.
Open talk of money and wealth can be ta-
boo, especially among the wealthy.39 Fur-
ther, aware that mounting resentment
of the rich can have unwelcome conse-
quences for them, elites may avoid full
disclosure out of self-interest (which is
also reflected in their opposition to for-
mal pay-ratio disclosures such as in
Dodd-Frank). The likelihood of actively
hiding assets to evade taxes and scrutiny
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rises sharply with people’s wealth.4° If Son Hing,
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sumption patterns), they may underesti-
mate the wealth of the rich, who spend
far less of their available money.#* Con-
versely, talk of debt may be uncomfort-
able or embarrassing for the disadvan-
taged, rendering it invisible and sub-
ject to pluralistic ignorance. In addition,
low-income people often use credit to ac-
cess consumption goods they could oth-
erwise not afford (obscuring their genu-
ine level of disadvantage). Middle-class
households, too, may incur considerable
debt to meet local standards or gain entry
into good neighborhoods and schools.4*
Because the rich may hide their wealth
while the poor hide their debt, the extent
of income inequality is further masked.

The MRM contends that rising objec-
tive inequality will increase demand for
redistribution. A key (implicit) assump-
tion of this model is that people’s subjec-
tive perceptions of inequality accurately
track its reality (path A). Evidence over-
whelmingly fails to support this assump-
tion. We offer a multilevel account for the
disconnect between actual and perceived
inequality, and argue that subjective esti-
mates may become increasingly inaccu-
rate as inequality rises.

The Extended MRM (Figure 2) suggests
that as objective levels of income in-
equality increase, people should come to
judge the level of inequality more harsh-
ly (a negative path D). However, repeat-
ed studies of crossnational differences re-
veal no relation between actual levels of
incomeinequality and people’sbelief that
income differences are too large.*3 This
nonsignificant path D may be a conse-
quence of the disconnect between objec-
tive and subjectively perceived inequali-
ty. People will not decry inequalities that
they fail to perceive. But when people do
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subjectively perceive heightened levels of
inequality, does it predict more negative
evaluations of the disparity ?

The Extended MRM in Figure 2 sug-
gests that when people perceive increased
income inequality, they should come to
evaluate it more disapprovingly (an in-
verse path B). This relationship has been
tested in numerous studies; however, find-
ings are complicated because “evaluations
of inequality” can be conceptualized and
tested in multiple ways that reveal differ-
ent patterns of findings. We summarize
two central patterns that at first blush ap-
pear contradictory, but that can both be
understood as psychological responses
to rising inequality. First, research shows
that when people are asked whether lev-
els of inequality are “too large,” they of-
ten indicate that high inequality is indeed
excessive. This pattern suggests a nega-
tive path B (higher perceived inequali-
ty leads to lower approval). But a second
pattern emerges when people are asked
to estimate how much inequality exists
(their descriptive beliefs) and indicate
how much inequality should exist (their
prescriptive beliefs). Measured this way,
a positive path B emerges: the more in-
equality people believe there is, the more
they believe there ought to be. We sug-
gest that these different patterns are not
simply a methodological artifact. Rather,
these distinct patterns each provide crit-
ical information about how people re-
spond to inequality and how these evalu-
ations change over time.

First, in cross-sectional studies in
which people were asked whether in-
come inequalities in their nation were
“too large,” evidence has been general-
ly consistent with the Extended MRM.
Perceptions of greater income inequali-
ty predict less positive evaluations of in-
come inequality. In these studies, inequal-
ity evaluations are typically conceptual-
ized as the belief that income inequality

in their nation is “too large.” Ample ev-
idence points to people’s disapproval of
high inequality. In a study of thirty coun-
tries (from 1999 to 2000), 45 percent of
respondents strongly agreed that income
differences were too large.#4 Subjective
perceptions of higher inequality predict-
ed judgments of “too much” inequality
across twenty-three countries.*> Ameri-
can participants who learned how much
inequality had risen expressed stronger
beliefs that levels were too large, unnec-
essary, and chiefly beneficial to the rich.46

We propose that those who evaluate in-
come inequalities as foo great do so be-
cause they view the disparity as unjust.
High levels of income inequality may be
seen as violating the distributive justice
principle of equity.#” The equity princi-
ple states that fair allocation of outcome
(pay, rewards) should be based on inputs
(that is, by merit: effort, skill).4® If some
people are rewarded far more handsome-
ly for their inputs than others, this equi-
ty violation should result in disapproval
of the disparity. Supporting this justice-
violation view, people are more likely
to see income inequalities as too large if
they believe that nepotism and intergen-
erational advantage (as opposed to mer-
it) determine outcomes in life.49

People vary in the degree to which
they care about equity. People who be-
lieve more strongly that outcomes ought
to be distributed on the basis of merit
are more apt to oppose exceedingly high
inequality. In our own recent research,
we found that those who believed more
strongly that outcomes should be merit-
based reported greater disapproval of
very high CEO-worker wage gaps be-
cause the excessive disparity violated eq-
uity principles.>®

Together, evidence supports the con-
tention that, at a single pointin time, peo-
ple who perceive more income inequal-
ity will evaluate that inequality as too
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large because the disparity violates equi-
ty. However, these patterns reflect what
occurs in a snapshot in time, when peo-
ple face the inequality before them. What
happens over time, as people process and
understand the income inequalities they
perceive around them ?

As noted earlier, although one pattern
of evidence reveals that people who per-
ceive higher inequality judge it as too
large, a second pattern shows that the
more inequality people believe there is,
the more they think there ought to be.
Before exploring that second pattern,
let’s consider the relation between these
conceptualizations.

For people to judge income disparities
as too large, they must have made two ap-
praisals: what level of inequality they be-
lieve to exist, and what level they believe
to be ideal. If the actual level of inequal-
ity far outstrips the ideal, they are like-
ly to judge inequality as excessive. Sup-
porting this view, respondents in multi-
ple countries who perceived a greater gap
between what the wage gap is and what
it should be more strongly agreed that in-
come differences in their country were
too large.>* What, then, predicts people’s
judgments of how much income inequal-
ity ideally ought to exist?

A remarkably strong predictor of peo-
ple’s ideal levels of income inequali-
ty is their perceptions of actual inequali-
ty (now suggesting a positive path B). The
greater a wage gap between low and high
occupational wage earners that people
perceive to exist, the greater a wage gap
they believe should exist.5* In one study of
twenty-seven countries, fully 78 percent
of the variance in people’s beliefs about
how big the wage gap should be was ex-
plained by their perceptions of the actu-
al wage gap.»

This pattern is not simply an artifact of
similarly worded questions asked con-
temporaneously. Longitudinal studies
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reveal that over time, people come to be-
lieve that growing inequalities are legiti-
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ity increased in the United States from
1987 to 1999, people’s judgments of ap-
propriate wage gaps widened.>> An in-
ternational longitudinal study found that
increases in perceived levels of income
inequality mediated judgments of pre-
ferred disparity, especially during rapid
political and economic change.5® More-
over, when people are experimentally ex-
posed to higher levels of income inequal-
ity (versus a no-information control con-
dition), the level of disparity they judge
as legitimate increases.’” Across these
many contexts, the more inequality peo-
ple think there is, the more inequality
they believe there should be.

Putting these pieces together, we pro-
pose that the relation between perceiving
greater income inequality and judging in-
equality as excessive flips, depending on
whether we are considering a cross-sec-
tional perspective (differences between
people at any point in time) or a proces-
sual perspective (differences over time).
On one hand, people who perceive more
income inequality to exist will, all else be-
ing equal, judge those inequalities as ex-
cessive compared with those who see less
inequality. On the other hand, as people
come to experience greater and greater
levels of inequality over time, they will
come to view higher levels of income in-
equality as increasingly appropriate and
even desirable.

How can it be that, despite sensitivity
to equity violations discussed previous-
ly, people can witness spiraling income
inequality and judge it to be good? This
may be due to a general psychological
tendency for people to believe that what
is (the status quo) is what ought to be.s8
Two theories describe people’s powerful
motivations to legitimize injustice (in-
cluding excessive income inequality):
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“belief in a just world” and “system justi-
fication theory.”

Belief in a just world. First, people are
motivated to believe that the world is a
fair place in which good things happen
to good people and bad things happen to
bad people.>® This conviction can lead to
the legitimization of income inequalities.
Thismotiveisheightened when confront-
edwith more threatening injustices.®® For
instance, American income inequality
from 1973 to 2006 rose in tandem with be-
lief in a just world.®* Individual differenc-
es in this belief matter too: people with
a stronger belief in a just world evaluate
income inequality more favorably when
theylearn abigincome gap exists.%? Over-
all, when faced with evidence of unjustly
high income inequality, people’s desire to
see the world as a fair place can motivate
them to believe that vast economic dis-
parities are deserved and appropriate.

System justification theory. Second, and
similarly, the motivation to uphold the
status quo and therefore to rationalize its
institutions could lead to the legitimiza-
tion of income inequality. According to
system justification theory, when peo-
ple are faced with their own illegitimate
low status and their personal lack of ac-
tion to correct it, they either live with un-
comfortable cognitive dissonance or they
rationalize the inequalities as fair to alle-
viate discomfort.53 This view contends
that people are motivated to legitimize
income inequality, even when it conflicts
with self-interest, because of its palliative
function.®4 In countries with higher lev-
els of objective income inequality, people
more strongly endorse system-justifying
statements like “In general, I find soci-
ety to be fair.”%S Thus, as people face ris-
ing income inequality, they may become
increasingly motivated to rationalize it as
justified.

How do people justify a system with
high inequality? Inequality can be ex-

cused by drawing on legitimizing ideas
about how such inequalities emerge and
what their consequences are.%¢ Key ide-
ologies that provide seemingly legitimate
reasons for inequality include 1) beliefs
that society is meritocratic; 2) beliefs in
social mobility; and 3) beliefs in the mar-
ket system.

Meritocracy beliefs. First, the belief that
outcomes currently are distributed on
the basis of merit (not to be confused
with the justice principle that outcomes
ought to be distributed by merit) predicts
acceptance of income inequality. The be-
lief (however unwarranted) that society
is currently a meritocracy serves to legiti-
mize inequalities because those at the top
are seen as deserving of their better out-
comes and those at the bottom are seen
as underserving.®” The more people be-
lieve that outcomes are rewarded on the
basis of ability and hard work, the more
they accept income disparity as accept-
able and even as necessary.®® Notably,
crossnational evidence shows that people
endorse stronger meritocracy beliefs as
income inequalities rise over time.%9

Social mobility beliefs. The belief that so-
cial mobility is possible can also justify
rising income inequality. The notion that
people, through their own hard work, can
rise through the ranks to a status higher
than their parents can be comforting and
empowering. People who more strong-
ly endorse the possibility of social mo-
bility view income inequality as more de-
sirable.”® Further, when Americans were
experimentally induced to believe that
there is greater social mobility, they re-
ported greater tolerance for income in-
equality in their country.”*

Market system beliefs. Third, ideologies
concerning how markets operate can
also serve to legitimize inequality. If peo-
ple believe that incentives and competi-
tion are necessary to motivate hard work,
and that large income inequalities have
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positive economic consequences, such as
spurring economic prosperity, they eval-
uate larger wage gaps as desirable.”> Fur-
ther, in new market democracies in Cen-
tral and Eastern Europe, the more people
believe that the market economy im-
proves the standard of living for ordinary
people, the less they evaluate current so-
cial inequalities in their country as too
large.”3

Although it may be the case that, at any
single point in time, people who perceive
greater income inequality will be more
apt to judge it as excessive; over time,
we have little reason to expect a nega-
tive evaluation of objective or perceived
inequality as suggested by the Extend-
ed MRM. Instead, due to a desire to see
the world as fair and one’s system as le-
gitimate, people are likely to justify grow-
ing inequalities as meritocratic, aiding
social mobility, and creating competitive
markets. Consequently, over time, it be-
comes increasingly more likely that peo-
ple will judge the income inequalities
they see as warranted and acceptable (a
positive path B). However, the proposed
positive link between inequality and its
evaluation is qualified by several fac-
tors. As we will discuss, people do not al-
ways correctly perceive income inequal-
ities as they grow. Further, in some cul-
tural and economic contexts, it should be
harder or easier to legitimize income in-
equality; some people will be chronical-
ly more likely to legitimize inequalities
than others.

What affects people’s evaluations of
inequality? Our Multilevel Model (Fig-
ure 3) explores these factors. First, how
people respond to inequality should be
affected by broad macrolevel factors,
such as cultural scripts. There are large
crossnational differences in ideas about
meritocracy. For instance, a greater per-
centage of Americans, compared with
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Europeans, believe that hard work pays
off in the long run.”4 The more consen-
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ideologies of meritocracy, social mobili-
ty, and the market system, the more indi-
viduals accept high levels of inequality.”>

Second, macrolevel economic factors
are likely to condition people’s respons-
es to income inequality. For instance, in
nations that are less prosperous (as mea-
sured by GDP) or that have low social
mobility, people are more likely to eval-
uate levels of income inequality in their
countries as too large.”®

Third, a society’s economic system
may predict attitudes toward income in-
equality. Specifically, between 1987 and
1992, as post-Communist Central and
Eastern European countries transitioned
into free-market systems, their residents
increasingly desired greater wage gaps
between skilled and unskilled workers.””
However, countries that had more suc-
cessfully transitioned to a market econ-
omy (such as East Germany, the Czech
Republic, and Germany) showed more
acceptance of inequality than countries
with less successful transitions (Russia
and Bulgaria).”® These data suggest that
tendencies to legitimize inequalities will
be constrained by macrolevel conditions:
when one’s sociopolitical and economic
reality is too dysfunctional, disruptive, or
despairing, people are less likely to legit-
imize it.79

Fourth, our Multilevel Model takes
demographic and individual difference
variables into account. For instance, con-
sistent with our model, people who per-
sonally have higher income or status
tend to prefer a higher level of wage in-
equality than less advantaged respon-
dents.8° Chronic personality differenc-
es matter, too. For instance, people high
in social dominance orientation (a so-
ciopolitical ideology that purports that
inequalities between groups are natural
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and desirable) perceive less inequality to
exist between the rich and the poor and
are more accepting of greater wage gaps
between CEOs and bottom line work-
ers.8! Finally, we theorize that these pro-
cesses should depend on people’s polit-
ical orientation. International surveys
reveal that those who identify on the po-
litical right are less likely to judge income
inequality in their nation as too great.3?
Conservatives may favor income inequal-
ity in part because they more strongly en-
dorse system justification ideologies that
legitimize inequality. For instance, con-
servatives believe more strongly that
the current system is a true meritocracy,
overestimate social mobility, and assert
that “economic positions are legitimate
reflections of people’s achievements.”3
Internationally, greater income inequali-
ty predicts lower trust in institutions for
those on the political left, whereas those
on the right appear to be impervious pre-
sumably because their beliefs legitimize
the system producing the disparities.?4

In sum, the Extended MRM may not
hold because people may fail to correct-
ly perceive the level of inequality in the
first place, or come to see higher lev-
els of inequality as desirable. Despite the
fact that people are concerned about in-
come inequality, would prefer less of it,
and may regard it as inequitable, we sug-
gest that, over time, many are also moti-
vated to legitimize the inequalities they
see.85 Processes of legitimization should
be less likely in failing political sys-
tems and where cultural narratives do
not assume meritocracy, social mobili-
ty, or market ideals. Finally, people high-
er in SES, social dominance orientation,
and right-wing political ideology should
be more prone to legitimizing income
inequalities.

i’ Ve have considered how rising in-

equality sometimes leads people to judge

inequality levels as excessive, and oth-
er times to legitimize the disparity. Now
we consider the implications of people’s
evaluations of income inequality on pub-
lic demand for redistributive policies.
The MRM contends that as inequality
rises, support for redistribution should
increase. Indirectly, this implies a nega-
tive path C of the Extended MRM (that
as people judge inequality levels more
unfavorably, demand for redistribution
should increase). We argue that although
judging inequality as excessive can in-
crease support for redistribution, the link
is likely to be weak and influenced by nu-
merous factors that reduce the likelihood
that redistribution will be seen as the
right solution. For instance, people’s be-
liefs about how markets function, their
trust in government, and harsh evalua-
tions of the economically disadvantaged
can all moderate support for redistribu-
tion.86 We also outline how redistribu-
tion beliefs are affected by macrolevel
processes, such as the elites’ power to
control media narratives; mesolevel pro-
cesses, such as increased income-based
segregation; and microlevel factors, such
as personal income, personal mobility,
and feelings of threat.

Does the judgment that income in-
equality is excessive result in demand
for redistribution? Although a strong
link is sometimes observed, the effects
are typically weak.8” For instance, across
twenty-seven European countries, par-
ticipants’ belief that income inequali-
ty is excessive accounted for just 3 per-
cent of the variance in redistribution pol-
icy support.38 Given the weak direct link,
it is important to consider factors that
might moderate this link: when does de-
crying inequality result in demand for
redistribution ?

Although people often would prefer
a society that is less unequal than their
current reality, these preferences do not
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readily translate into increased demand
for government redistribution.? Some
of this ambivalence may be due to an in-
complete understanding of how redis-
tributive policies affect inequality.9° Peo-
ple may also react differently to redis-
tributive programs perceived to increase
equality of opportunity versus equali-
ty of outcome: education or health care
policies, for instance, may be more pop-
ular than social support for the poor.9*
Although a detailed analysis of specit-
ic redistributive policies (and how these
policies are framed or perceived by the
public) is beyond the scope of this essay,
these variations clearly matter.9*

Why might people fail to support redis-
tribution even when they see excessive
inequality ? There are multiple microlev-
el factors that might affect support for
redistribution (Figure 3). First, consis-
tent with MRM assumptions, economic
self-interest plays a role: the wealthy are
less apt to demand redistribution.?3 Even
those who expect to become wealthier
(believing themselves upwardly socially
mobile) show less support for redistribu-
tion.?4 In fact, the rich appear to become
even less generous as inequality rises: in
higher-inequality contexts, wealthy in-
dividuals adopted less generous views of
redistribution due to a heightened con-
viction that they were entitled to their
wealth.%5 It may be unremarkable that
the rich oppose redistribution, however
there are too few very wealthy individu-
als for their votes to represent a majority
in a democracy. More interesting to con-
sider is why the nonrich also often fail to
support redistribution.%¢

People may opposeredistribution (even
when they believe inequality is exces-
sive) because they believe that inequali-
ty is necessary to motivate hard work and
striving.” Internationally, there is strong
support for the notion that large income
disparities are necessary for a country’s
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prosperity.? Although this functionalist
view that inequality is needed typically
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ity, people can simultaneously believe
that large differences in income are nec-
essary and that there is too much inequal-
ity.99 Notably, the belief that inequality is
necessary for competition and prosperity
dampens demand for redistribution.®°

Furthermore, the more people believe
in the existence of a meritocracy that re-
wards hard work and talent, and that en-
ables upward social mobility, the less they
support redistribution.’* In contrast, be-
liefs that luck and social location strong-
ly determine outcomes is linked to both
desired and actual redistribution.'** Be-
cause rising inequality may intensify peo-
ple’s belief in status quo-legitimizing
ideologies such as meritocracy and so-
cial mobility, mounting disparities may
paradoxically dampen support for redis-
tribution just when it is (arguably) most
warranted.'©3

When people believe that the poor de-
serve their own fate, they tend to op-
pose redistribution. This belief is tied
to the legitimizing ideologies previous-
ly described: if an individual believes
the system is meritocratic and social mo-
bility is possible, they are more likely to
blame the most disadvantaged for their
misfortunes. These assumptions under-
mine support for redistribution that ben-
efits the disadvantaged.’® The irony is
that because conditions of excessive in-
equality tend to amplify legitimizing be-
liefs, the poor may be most likely blamed
for their fate under the very conditions in
which they are least able to escape their
disadvantage.

Further, attitudes toward the poor and
support for redistribution can depend on
respondents’ beliefs about the ethnora-
cial composition of beneficiaries of redis-
tributive policies. In nations where a vis-
ible minority group is poor (or perceived
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to be poor) relative to a dominant major-
ity, redistribution can be seen as dispro-
portionately benefiting minorities.'®>
When paired with the view that the poor
are lazy or undeserving of help, redis-
tribution support wanes. Stereotypes
of the disadvantaged may be exacerbat-
ed by minority status (for instance, poor
Blacks are viewed as less hard-working
than poor Whites).1°® Thus, white vot-
ers, even those at an economic disad-
vantage, may vote against their own re-
distributive interest if they believe (typ-
ically incorrectly) that benefits will go
primarily to outgroups.’®” Versions of
this pattern are evident internationally,
and countries with a larger poor ethno-
racial minority tend to have a smaller
public sector, suggesting effects on ac-
tual redistribution.'®® It is important to
emphasize that it is not ethnoracial di-
versity itself that drives opposition to
public goods, but the economic dispari-
ty between ethnoracial groups. When an
ethnoracial minority group is poor rela-
tive to the dominant majority group, the
majority opposes redistribution.

People also may not support govern-
ment redistribution even when they view
inequality as excessive because they do
not trust government to do the job of re-
distribution. Increased mistrust in gov-
ernment reduces support for government
redistributive programs in favor of pri-
vate charities. Notably, rising income in-
equality can itself result in greater mis-
trust in government.'®® Across twenty
democratic European countries, higher
levels of objective income inequality pre-
dicted lower trust in, and satisfaction
with, political institutions."'® Thus, in
the very context in which redistribution
is needed — high income inequality - peo-
ple are least likely to trust the govern-
ment to do this job, which in turn can
lead to a cycle of even greater inequality
and further mistrust.

What affects people’s support for re-
distribution? Certainly, favorability to-
ward redistribution varies across macro-
level economic factors, such as national
wealth (GDP) or type of welfare regime
(Figure 3).""* Public support for redistri-
bution can also be shaped by communi-
cations from political elites (who them-
selves may have a disproportionate in-
centive to maintain the status quo, and
power to influence narratives under con-
ditions of high inequality). For instance,
political scientists Jacob Hacker and Paul
Pierson describe twin U.S. right-wing po-
litical strategy and rhetoric that involves
first sabotaging effective governance,
then decrying government as dysfunc-
tional, exemplified in Ronald Reagan’s
often-repeated quote: “the nine most ter-
rifying words in the English language are:
‘T'm from the government, and I'm here
to help.””"* To the extent that fostering
mistrust in government fuels opposition
to redistribution, this may well be an ef-
fective strategy for antitaxation elites.''3
Intergroup hostilities can also be ignit-
ed top-down by powerful communica-
tors, divisions further fueled by the anx-
iety of rising economic inequality. For ex-
ample, politicians can strategically shift
support away from redistribution (and
even toward policies that overbenefit the
wealthy) by not only drawing on existing
outgroup prejudice (for instance, toward
poor ethnoracial minorities), but also by
actively fostering racial resentments and
contributing to the creation of new ani-
mosities.'4 Political and economic elites
may focus blame on powerless minorities
to shift scrutiny away from their own role
in perpetuating economic hardship.
Earlier we noted that the mesolevel
process of SES-based segregation like-
ly inhibits accurate perceptions of in-
equality. We also contend that residential
and workplace segregation likely reduc-
es support for redistribution, both due to
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underestimations of inequality and to an
inflated belief that differences are merit-
based. People are increasingly only ex-
posed to others of a similar income brack-
et at work. Infrequent contact with those
of disparate incomes may constrain so-
cial comparisons to limited networks in
which meritocracy appears to work rel-
atively fairly (such as more competent
and hardworking people getting promot-
ed).”s This may lead to the erroneous be-
lief that meritocracy works at a socie-
tal level too, even though the range of in-
comes they see within their workplace is
but a small fraction of the wage discrep-
ancies that exist within society. Likewise,
income-based residential segregation
may contribute to the illusion that merit
is linked to mobility within narrow social
contexts. Further, by limiting social com-
parisons to economically similar others,
even the relatively wealthy may feel that
they need more of their income to com-
pete in their social networks (reducing
redistribution generosity).

Finally, in terms of microlevel factors,
rising inequality makes social mobility
(or the “American dream”) increasing-
ly unattainable for the disadvantaged,
while, at the same time, intensifying peo-
ple’s belief in social mobility. This may
lead to a cycle of false hope, failure, self-
blame and shame, and threatened self-
worth. People are particularly likely to
lash out at outgroup members when
their self-worth has been threatened.!'®
When the disadvantaged are faced with
a choice between blaming themselves for
failure to achieve social mobility (osten-
sibly due to lack of merit) and the alter-
native view (often provided by political
elites) that undeserving minorities — via
unjust government redistribution — have
cut ahead of them in line, they may find
scapegoating the more palatable op-
tion."” Hence conditions of rising in-
equality once again provide the backdrop
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needed to fuel increased intergroup hos-
tility, expressed in part through opposi-
tion to redistribution.

So far we have considered multiple fac-
tors that might lead people to either high
or low support for redistribution. The
MRM assumes that voters who support
redistribution will also vote for it (Fig-
ures 1 and 2, path 2). Is this assumption
warranted ? That is, does public support
for redistribution, particularly among
lower-income individuals, reliably trans-
late into votes 78 Support for redistribu-
tion translating to action may be damp-
ened —even among those who would
benefit from it - by the mesolevel politi-
cal process of “policy bundling.” For in-
stance, in the United States, the Demo-
cratic Party has come to represent racial/
social progress and redistribution ; the Re-
publican Party has come to stand for ra-
cial/social conservatism and opposition
to redistribution. Therefore, voters must
align with the issues they prioritize most
even if all of their interests are not rep-
resented. In such cases, people may vote
against their own redistributive interests
in order to express support for some iden-
tity or culturally relevant value.''?
Further, although the Meltzer-Richard
hypothesis assumes that all eligible mem-
bers of a society are equally likely to vote,
this is rarely the case. Asymmetry in vot-
ing patterns is well-documented: peo-
ple who are lower-income, less educat-
ed, and a minority ethnicity are relatively
less likely to vote.'*°® Moreover, lower-in-
come voter turnout is particularly damp-
ened under conditions of high inequali-
ty."?! Rising inequality may affect voting
asymmetries by exacerbating the struc-
tural barriers to voting among lower-SES
people (that is, less time, knowledge, and
resources), decreasing their psycholog-
ical sense of power, control, and politi-
cal efficacy.’** Rising income inequality
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therefore begets political inequality,
which in turn begets greater income in-
equality. These microprocesses dampen-
ing voter turnout are worsened by meso-
and macrovoter suppression mecha-
nisms that disproportionately affect
lower-income and minority voters, in-
cluding residence requirements, voter ID
laws, limited early voting, and felony dis-
enfranchisement. All of these laws affect
poor and minority voters disproportion-
ately: for example, one in thirteen Afri-
can American men are unable to vote due
to (often lifetime) felony disenfranchise-
ment. The disproportionately high arrest
rates among minority and low-income
groups exacerbate this disparity.’>3 Sti-
fled political participation matters: sup-
port for redistributive policies is higher
when voter turnout is high."*4

The final link in the MRM (Figures 1and
2, path 3) presumes a simple direct step
between demand for redistribution (via
voting) and actual generous, effective re-
distributive policies. However, the link
from public opinion to policy is far from
straightforward. Even when support for
redistribution is high and reflected in
voting patterns, policies may not be re-
sponsive to demand due to the realities of
the political process, particularly in con-
texts of rising inequality.

First, the nature of national political in-
stitutions strongly shapes the degree to
which aggregate preferences lead to re-
sponsive policy. Different institutions
produce divergent policy outcomes, even
holding preferences constant. The voting
system (such as proportional representa-
tion versus majoritarian once-past-the-
post rules, presidential versus parliamen-
tary institutions, federalism, two-party
versus multiparty systems) meaningful-
ly impacts this relation (path 3). Further,
gerrymandering alters the outcomes of
an election as district boundaries are

strategically redrawn to concentrate a
particular party or group in some dis-
tricts and weaken its numbers in other
districts, thereby diluting representation
of some groups relative to others. Thus,
not all preferences are weighed equally in
election outcomes.

Further, although the democratic ide-
al assumes each person’s preference is
weighed equally in determining out-
comes, reality often diverges. Not all peo-
ple’s preferences matter equally to polit-
ical decision-makers. The public opin-
ions voiced by high-income voters are
more likely to hold sway among politi-
cians than the opinions of middle- or
low-income voters, particularly for eco-
nomic (versus social) policy.’*S How does
this happen? First, higher-income vot-
ers engage in more political action, in-
cluding donating to political candidates,
and as such, the wealthy exert more in-
fluence on who runs for office and whose
concerns are heard.'? Here again, insti-
tutions play a key role in the disconnect
between preference and policy. On one
hand, the interests of the affluent are like-
ly to align with many lobbyists, special
interest groups, and political action com-
mittees, which have increased dramati-
cally in number and influence as inequal-
ity has risen; on the other hand, interest
groups representing the less affluent (like
unions) have declined precipitously in
number and power."*’

Finally, we point out a psychological
side effect of the impact of institutions
that fosters inequality of voice. The dis-
advantaged in society may correctly per-
ceive that even when they vote or public-
ly express their preferences, their prefer-
ences are rarely borne out in observable
policy change. This apparent lack of im-
pact may reduce voter trust and confi-
dence that the government can be relied
upon to effect positive change.'?® It may
also increase feelings of powerlessness
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and system inescapability for the poor,
which can heighten the tendency to jus-
tify the status quo and thereby reduce
their support for redistribution.’*® Over
time, the attitudes of the poor toward re-
distribution follow those of the rich and
become more conservative.3° However,
in some circumstances, people may opt
for resistance instead, attempting to dis-
mantle the system they recognize as un-
fair or illegitimate.’3* Disillusionment
with political elites, paired with anger
about economic circumstances, may lead
to attempts to change an ineffective po-
litical system. Status quo-rejecting ges-
tures like the Brexit vote, rising popular-
ity of populist movements, and support
for authoritarian leaders with disre-
gard for democratic norms may all be re-
sponses to the perception that the system
has failed the people.’3* As Bill O’Reil-
ly opined, “They want someone to blow
that system to hell. That’s why Trump is
winning. He pinpointed festering disen-
chantment long before anyone else.”'33
Of course, Trump’s version of populism
criticized the system and decried both
corrupt elites and low-power minori-
ty groups such as undocumented immi-
grants and Muslims. Disillusioned vot-
ers may be swayed by different aspects of
this rhetoric, with some taking aim at the
powerful and others tempted to blame
minority groups for their struggles. Fol-
lowing his election, it became evident
that Trump would not act to disman-
tle the status quo benefiting the rich (in-
stead exacerbating it with further tax cuts
for the wealthy), but would instead be in-
creasingly willing to follow through on
scapegoating the powerless.

Although the Meltzer-Richard Model
of voter behavior (assuming rational,
self-interested voters consider policy im-
plications) is common in much of the lit-
erature, the validity of this model of voter
behavior is highly questionable. Indeed,
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social scientists Christopher Achen and
Larry Bartels offer a compelling alterna-
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derived from ingroup identification rath-
er than substantive policy preference.
Thus, it is more likely for voters to start
with their party affiliation, work back-
ward to determine what policy positions
they hold (that s, those espoused by their
party leaders), and then develop post-
hoc rationalizations for policy support.’35
Psychologists, too, have recognized that
party affiliation can often override policy
content, especially when it serves belong-
ingness or identity needs.!3¢ People may
become more likely to vote against their
interests economically in times of rising
inequality because economic uncertainty
heightens the need to belong to a tribe.’3”
Economic inequality has also been linked
to higher political polarization, which
heightens the inclination to uncritical-
ly accept ingroup views and to reject any-
thing the opponent group prefers.'3%

This essay considers a nearly world-
wide phenomenon: the dramatically ris-
ing levels of economic inequality. There
are many reasons to imagine that in a de-
mocracy, people would perceive these
trends, judge them as undesirable, and
demand a strengthened welfare state via
redistribution. Although public outcry in
the face of such extreme gaps in income
seems both warranted and intuitive-
ly plausible, evidence for it is strikingly
hard to find. Indeed, there is clearer evi-
dence that in the face of rising inequality,
public transfers and various redistribu-
tive social programs often become mark-
edly less generous.

To explore the factors that produce or
hinder support for redistribution in the
face of high inequality, we have used the
simple and elegant logic of the MRM as
a means of systematically unpacking the
considerably more complex and nuanced
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reality.’3¥ We show why this model’s lack
of support can be understood by consid-
ering the host of psychological processes
that can contribute to slippage between
each of the links in Figure 2. Ultimately,
we build a multilevel account for why ris-
ing and extreme inequality so often fails
to prompt action.

First, does greater objective income in-
equality lead to greater perceptions of in-
equality (path A)? No. People are often
inaccurate, both about the extent of in-
equality and their own rank in the sys-
tem. The context of rising inequality con-
tributes to the residential segregation,
comparison patterns, and cultural norms
that underlie this phenomenon.

Second, do perceptions of greater in-
equality lead people to evaluate it nega-
tively (path B)? Although people are like-
ly to judge high perceived levels of in-
equality as too large, over time, they tend
to legitimize rather than revile it. Neo-
liberal societies are particularly rife with
legitimacy-supportive ideologies (such
as that markets are highly meritocratic
and foster social mobility or that individ-
uals are responsible for themselves) that
justify the system.

Third, does evaluating inequality as
excessive lead to support for redistribu-
tion (path C)? Surprisingly often, the an-
swer is no. Inequality may trigger inter-
group divisions that reduce willingness
to reallocate to outgroup members per-
ceived as undeserving. Rising inequali-
ty may hinder trust in the government to
solve the problem, resulting in a feedback
loop producing greater inequality and yet
more mistrust.

Finally, we consider both psychologi-
cal and institutional reasons why a pref-
erence for redistribution may still not
translate into votes (especially among
low-income voters), and the broader
political and institutional reasons why
public opinion and votes of lower- and

middle-income citizens may not trans-
late into policy (relative to policy pref-
erences of the affluent). Each of these
processes in turn exacerbates inequality,
reinforcing the cycle of status quo—legit-
imizing perceptions and further contrib-
uting to voter disillusionment.

Our primary focus is on microprocess-
es: that is, the psychological reasons why
rising inequality may indeed sometimes
produce perceptions of rising inequali-
ty, negative evaluations of it, and a pref-
erence for redistribution, but also-in
stark contrast to the expected outcry —
inequality blindness, system-legitimiz-
ing responses, victim blaming, and rejec-
tion of redistribution as a solution. How-
ever, we situate those microprocesses
within the context of macrolevel factors
like other economic conditions and me-
dia coverage and mesolevel factors such
as social networks, political institutions,
and neighborhood and work segregation
(Figure 3). As a result, we reveal some
ways that social and psychological pro-
cesses may influence groups and institu-
tions, and also how macroforces like ris-
ing inequality foster legitimizing pro-
cesses, feelings of threat, perceptions of
blame, and loss of trust that have pro-
found effects on intergroup animosities.
In turn, waning feelings of trust and sol-
idarity as a nation may deeply affect peo-
ple’s faith in government contributions
to the public good.

The Meltzer-Richard Model assumes
a linear process from conditions of in-
equality to political backlash toward it
to policy outcomes that correct it. Simi-
larly, the Extended MRM and the struc-
ture of our analysis may still invoke the
assumption that people consider their
available evidence (however imperfect),
evaluate the evidence, and make a judg-
ment about their policy preference. In
contrast, our Multilevel Model suggests
that the processes at play are circular
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and crosscutting. As a case in point, po-
litical identification has been recognized
in our analysis as a driver of perceptions
and evaluations of inequality, fundamen-
tal beliefs about meritocracy and person-
al responsibility, rejection of redistribu-
tion, and voting behavior. More central-
ly, we propose that people’s perceptions
of how much inequality is excessive is it-
self influenced by the level of inequali-
ty, which feeds on itself through cultural,
social, political, and psychological pro-
cesses. In other words, income inequal-
ity over time generates self-reinforcing
processes and leads the disadvantaged to
adopt self-defeating beliefs.

Because our main focus is to add a psy-
chological lens to understanding reac-
tions to income inequality, the bulk of our
analysis ends with the issue of voter sup-
port for redistribution. Although we rec-
ognize that public opinion alone does not
determine redistributive policies, its role
is nonetheless important. Politicians and
special interests spend vast sums to influ-
ence public opinion. Voters can, in some
cases, contribute to dramatic change in
public policy, for instance by voting for a
drastic leadership change (such as popu-
list or authoritarian leaders who eschew
political conventions) or for democrat-
ic shifts such as the American New Deal,
the French Popular Front, or the British
Labor Party triumph of 1945.14°

Further, public opinion — or more spe-
cifically, people’s beliefs about inequal-
ity — carry weight in the social world.
If the context of rising inequality trig-
gers psychological processes and moti-
vations that lead people to blame the dis-
advantaged for their outcomes, to believe
outcomes in the world are merit-based
and anyone can achieve rags to riches, it
forms the backdrop for a society of rising
intergroup animosity and mistrust, more
racial discrimination (if disadvantaged
minorities are cast as the undeserving
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recipients of redistribution), more po-
litical polarization, and more social un-
certainty and instability. All of these
processes triggered by rising inequali-
ty may result then in societal-level in-
creases in opposition to redistribution,
which then contributes to the perpetua-
tion and reproduction of the same cycles
of inequality. However, understanding
these processes may also illuminate le-
vers for change. What can be done to in-
tervene in these processes to reduce in-
come inequality?

It is possible to identify points of inter-
vention for any component or path with-
in our Multilevel Model. We highlight
just a few that specifically target psycho-
logical processes that lead people to mis-
judge or legitimize inequality.

First, at multiple points in our analy-
sis we highlight the importance of SES-
based segregation (residential, organi-
zational, educational). As people’s so-
cial worlds become more homogenous
because their neighborhoods and work-
places afford little opportunity to interact
with those of a different income bracket,
people are less able to identify where they
fall in the economic hierarchy or cor-
rectly perceive the amount of income in-
equality that exists. People are also more
apt to overestimate meritocracy and so-
cial mobility because they appear to op-
erate effectively within their narrow so-
cial context, increasing legitimization of
income inequality and reducing support
for redistribution. Accordingly, we pro-
pose that interventions should broaden
people’s social worlds and provide op-
portunities for positive intergroup con-
tact: by creating housing developments
in mixed-income neighborhoods, by sup-
porting income-contingent affirmative
action programs for elite postsecond-
ary institutions, and by facilitating inter-
actions among those at the top (higher
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earners) and bottom (lower earners) of
the organizational hierarchy.’#' Contact
yields greater benefits when groups are
of relatively equal status, when there is
interdependence and shared goals, and
when there is a common, valued identity,
making workplaces, schools, and neigh-
borhoods excellent contexts for cross-
SES contact.'#*

Second, because many people tend to
legitimize the systems in which they are
embedded, they come to see higher lev-
els of income inequality as increasingly
desirable and necessary. Inequalities are
often legitimized by appealing to deserv-
ingness and meritocracy, making redistri-
bution appear unfair. To disrupt this cy-
cle, emphasis should be placed on predis-
tributive programs: policies that minimize
initial levels of income inequality in the
workplace by increasing the minimum
wage, employee gain-sharing, increasing
employee benefits, and capping CEO sal-
aries. Rather than fighting the norms for
meritocracy and competition, predistrib-
utive policies can appeal to these same
valued principles. CEO salaries could
be better calibrated against lower-level
employees, and bonuses could be more
closely tied to longer-term firm perfor-
mance rather than short-term gains.

Third, for many people, the American
dream casts high inequality as a motiva-
tor for social mobility when in fact ex-
cessive inequality inhibits mobility. This
faulty narrative could be adapted to a new
one that emphasizes the value of shared
public goods.'#3 The ways in which re-
distribution policies heighten equality
of opportunity and support genuine so-
cial mobility should be heralded, and so-
cial safety nets can be framed as essen-
tial components of a system aimed to
provide the security necessary for peo-
ple to innovate, take risks, and get ahead.
Moreover, given that inequality has
prompted declining trust in government,

politicians —even liberal ones - have in-
creasingly avoided highlighting the (pos-
itive) role of government and indirect-
ly capitulated to the notion that less
government is better.'44 Ironically, this
hesitancy to celebrate government pro-
grams may be an additional reason peo-
ple undervalue the importance of pub-
lic goods and redistribution: they fail to
recognize the benefits they actually re-
ceive. Political scientist Susan Mettler
describes how redistributive programs
are often designed to be nearly invisible
and hence are underappreciated by many
citizens.'#> This may suggest that trust in
the government to manage redistribu-
tion effectively may increase to the ex-
tent that the “submerged state” is sur-
faced and its invisible benefits become
more evident.'4°

In this essay, we identify how psycho-
logical factors (in concert with larger in-
stitutional- and societal-level processes)
may operate to hinder the workings of ef-
fective democracy in which the interests
of the few are balanced against those of
the many. Most worrisome, these coun-
terproductive processes are especially
likely in the context of rising inequality
in which redistribution may be most war-
ranted. Although we articulate how these
processes may trigger a self-perpetuating
cycle of increasing inequality, we also il-
luminate some interventions that might
disrupt these processes and contribute
to the societal rebalance promised by a
healthy democracy. Critically, these pro-
cesses operate at multiple levels and tar-
get social, cultural, and economic factors.
This approach underlines the value of in-
terdisciplinary collaboration for inte-
grating research insights and translating
them into practical strategies for mitigat-
ing inequality.

Deedalus, the Journal of the American Academy of Arts & Sciences



AUTHORS’ NOTE Son Hing,

Wil
The writing of this essay was mainly undertaken by Leanne S. Son Hing and Anne E. Wil- Golusr?e?/’itch,

son, with assistance from the remaining coauthors. Thank you to Leslie McCall and all the English &
members of the Successful Societies program at the Canadian Institute for Advanced Re- Sin
search for their feedback on this essay

AUTHOR BIOGRAPHIES

LEANNE S. SON HING is Associate Professor in the Department of Psychology at the Uni-
versity of Guelph in Canada. She has published in such journals as Journal of Experimental
Social Psychology and Journal of Personality and Social Psychology and contributed to the Sage
Handbook of Prejudice, Stereotyping, and Discrimination.

ANNE E. WILSON is Professor of Social Psychology at Wilfrid Laurier University in Cana-
da. She is Co-Editor-in-Chief of Social and Personality Psychology Compass. She has published
in such journals as Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, Social Cognition, and Journal of
Environmental Psychology.

PETER GOUREVITCH is Distinguished Professor Emeritus of Political Science and Found-
ing Dean of the School of Global Policy & Strategy at the University of California, San Di-
ego. He is the author of, most recently, Political Power and Corporate Control : The New Glob-
al Politics of Corporate Governance (with James P. Shinn, 2005) and editor of The Credibility
of Transnational NGOs: When Virtue Is Not Enough (with David A. Lake and Janice Gross
Stein, 2012).

JASLYN ENGLISH completed her master’s degree at Wilfrid Laurier University in Cana-
da. She contributed, with Anne Wilson, to The Science of Lay Theories : How Beliefs Shape Our
Cognition, Behavior, and Health (edited by Claire M. Zedelius, Barbara C. N. Miiller, and Jon-
athan W. Schooler, 2017).

PARCO SIN is a Ph.D. student at the University of Guelph in Canada. He has published in
such journals as Personality and Individual Differences.

ENDNOTES

! Anthony B. Atkinson, Inequality : What Can be Done ? (Cambridge, Mass. : Harvard University
Press, 2015); and Thomas Piketty, Capital in the Twenty-First Century (Cambridge, Mass.:
Harvard University Press, 2013).

% Ichiro Kawachi, Bruce P. Kennedy, Kimberly Lochner, and Deborah Prothrow-Stith, “Social
Capital, Income Inequality, and Mortality,” American Journal of Public Health 87 (9) (1997):
1491-1498; Kate E. Pickett and Richard G. Wilkinson, “Income Inequality and Health: A
Causal Review,” Social Science & Medicine 128 (2015): 316—326; and Martin Daly, Killing the
Competition : Economic Inequality and Homicide (Piscataway, N.J.: Transaction Publishers,
2016).

3 Allan H. Meltzer and Scott F. Richard, “A Rational Theory of the Size of Government,” The
Journal of Political Economy 89 (5) (1981): 914-927.

4 Christopher H. Achen and Larry M. Bartels, Democracy for Realists : Why Elections Do Not Pro-
duce Responsive Government (Princeton, N.].: Princeton University Press, 2016).

5 Meltzer and Richard, “A Rational Theory of the Size of Government.”
6 Ibid.

7 Martin Gilens and Benjamin I. Page, “Testing Theories of American Politics: Elites, Interest
Groups, and Average Citizens,” Perspectives on Politics 12 (3) (2014): 564-581; and Vincent
A. Mabhler, “Electoral Turnout and Income Redistribution by the State: A Cross-National

148 (3) Summer 2019 127



Rising Income
Inequality :
Processes That
Legitimize
Growing
Disparities

128

Analysis of the Developed Democracies,” European Journal of Political Research 47 (2) (2008):
161—183.

8 Notably, program expenditure does not solely capture the generosity of the redistributive ef-
fort, but also captures the need. For instance, a society with more unemployed or aging peo-
ple may spend more on unemployment insurance or pensions independent of its intended
redistributive generosity.

el

Foranalyses that found support, see Allan Meltzer and Scott Richard, “Tests of aRational The-
ory of the Size of Government,” Public Choice 41 (1983): 403—418. For analyses that found
mixed support, see Lars-Erik Borge and Jorn Rattso, “Income Distribution and Tax Struc-
ture: Empirical Test of the Meltzer-Richard Hypothesis,” European Economic Review 48 (4)
(2004): 805-826; Lane Kenworthy and Jonas Pontusson, “Rising Inequality and the Poli-
tics of Redistribution in Affluent Countries,” Perspectives on Politics 3 (3) (2005): 449-471;
and Mahler, “Electoral Turnout and Income Redistribution by the State.” For analyses that
found no relationship, see Alberto Alesina and Edward L. Glaeser, Fighting Poverty in the U.S.
and Europe : A World of Difference (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004); Ben Ansell and
David Samuels, “Inequality and Democratization: A Contractarian Approach,” Compara-
tive Political Studies 43 (12) (2010): 15431574 ; Carina Engelhardt and Andreas Wagener, Bi-
ased Perceptions of Income Inequality and Redistribution, CESifo Working Paper Series No. 4838
(Munich: Center for Economic Studies, 2014); Malte Lubker, “Inequality and the Demand
for Redistribution: Are the Assumptions of the New Growth Theory Valid?” Socio-Eco-
nomic Review 5 (1) (2007): 117-148 ; and Karl Moene and Michael Wallerstein, “Earnings In-
equality and Welfare Spending,” World Politics 55 (4) (2003): 485—516.

10 Alesina and Glaeser, Fighting Poverty in the U.S. and Europe ; Engelhardt and Wagener, Biased
Perceptions of Income Inequality and Redistribution ; Lubker, “Inequality and the Demand for
Redistribution”; Moene and Wallerstein, “Earnings Inequality and Welfare Spending”;
and Andreas Georgiadis and Alan Manning, “Spend it Like Beckham ? Inequality and Redis-
tribution in the UK, 1983-2004,” Public Choice 151 (3) (2012): 537—-563.

! Henning Finseeras, “Income Inequality and Demand for Redistribution : A Multilevel Analy-
sis of European Public Opinion,” Scandinavian Political Studies 32 (1) (2009): 94-119; Wil-
liam R. Kerr, “Income Inequality and Social Preferences for Redistribution and Compen-
sation Differentials,” Journal of Monetary Economics 66 (2014): 62-78; and Alberto Alesina
and George-Marios Angeletos, “Fairness and Redistribution,” American Economic Review 95
(4) (2005): 960-980.

12 Georgiadis and Manning, “Spend it Like Beckham ?”

13 Ansell and Samuels, “Inequality and Democratization” ; Lubker, “Inequality and the Demand
for Redistribution”; Ursula Dallinger, “Public Support for Redistribution: What Factors
Explain the International Differences?” Journal of European Social Policy 20 (4) (2010): 333—
349; and Vladimir Gimpelson and Daniel Treisman, “Misperceiving Inequality,” Economics
and Politics 30 (1) (2018): 27-54.

4 Gimpelson and Treisman, “Misperceiving Inequality” ; Andreas Kuhn, “The Individual Per-
ception of Wage Inequality: A Measurement Framework and Some Empirical Evidence,”
1ZA Discussion Paper No. 9579 (Bonn, Germany: Institute for Labor Economics, 2015);
Judith Niehues, “Subjective Perception of Inequality and Redistribution Preferences: An
International Comparison,” IW-Trends 41 (2) (2014): 75-91; and Engelhardt and Wagener,
Biased Perceptions of Income Inequality and Redistribution.

5 Gimpelson and Treisman, “Misperceiving Inequality.”

16 Larry Bartels, “Homer Gets a Tax Cut : Inequality and Public Policy in the American Mind,”
Perspectives on Politics 3 (1) (2005) : 15-31.

7 Lane Kenworthy and Leslie McCall, “Inequality, Public Opinion and Redistribution,” Socio-
Economic Review 6 (1) (2008): 35-68; and Kuhn, “The Individual Perception of Wage
Inequality.”

Deedalus, the Journal of the American Academy of Arts & Sciences



18 Michael Norton and Dan Ariely, “Building a Better America—One Wealth Quintile at a
Time,” Perspectives on Psychological Science 6 (1) (2011): 9—12.

9 Engelhardt and Wagener, Biased Perceptions of Income Inequality and Redistribution; Lars
Osberg and Timothy Smeeding, “‘Fair’ Inequality? Attitudes Toward Pay Differentials:
The United States in Comparative Perspective,” American Sociological Review 71 (3) (2006):
450-473; and Michael W. Kraus, Julian M. Rucker, and Jennifer A. Richeson, “Americans
Misperceive Racial Economic Equality,” Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences 114
(39) (2017): 10324-10331.

20 Sorapop Kiatpongsan and Michael Norton, “How Much (More) Should CEOs Make ? A Uni-
versal Desire for More Equal Pay,” Perspectives on Psychological Science 9 (6) (2014): 587-593.

21 Engelhardt and Wagener, Biased Perceptions of Income Inequality and Redistribution ; Kuhn,
“The Individual Perception of Wage Inequality”; and Niehues, “Subjective Perception of
Inequality and Redistribution Preferences.”

22 Niehues, “Subjective Perception of Inequality and Redistribution Preferences.”

23 John R. Chambers, Lawton Swan, and Martin Heesacker, “Better Off Than We Know : Dis-
torted Perceptions of Income and Income Inequality in America,” Psychological Science 25 (2)
(2014): 613-618.

24 James R. Kluegel and Eliot R. Smith, Beliefs about Inequality : Americans’ Views of What Is and
What Ought to Be (New York: Aldine de Gruyter, 1986).

25 Lutz Erbring, Edie Goldenberg, and Arthur Miller, “Front-Page News and Real-World Cues:
A New Look at Agenda-Setting by the Media,” American Journal of Political Science 24 (1)
(1980):16-49; and Matthias Diermeier, Henry Goecke, Judith Niehues, and Tobias Thomas,
“Impact of Inequality-Related Media Coverage on the Concerns of the Citizens,” Diissel-
dorf Institute for Competition Economics (DICE) Discussion Papers No. 258 (Diisseldorf:
Disseldorf Institute for Competition Economics, 2017), 1-38.

26 Carole V. Bell and Robert M. Entman, “The Media’s Role in America’s Exceptional Politics
of Inequality: Framing the Bush Tax Cuts of 2001 and 2003,” The International Journal of
Press/Politics 16 (4) (2011): 548-572.

27 Brian J. Fogarty, “Determining Economic News Coverage,” International Journal of Public
Opinion Research 17 (2) (2005): 149-171; and Leslie McCall, The Undeserving Rich : American
Beliefs About Inequality, Opportunity, and Redistribution (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2013).

28 McCall, The Undeserving Rich.

29 Lawrence R. Jacobs and Robert Y. Shapiro, Politicians Don’t Pander : Political Manipulation and
the Loss of Democratic Responsiveness (Chicago : University of Chicago Press, 2000).

30 Maria Petrova, “Inequality and Media Capture,” Journal of Public Economics 92 (1—2) (2008):
183-212; and Jacob S. Hacker and Paul Pierson, American Amnesia : How the War on Govern-
ment Led Us to Forget What Made America Prosper (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2016).

31 Andrei Boutyline and Robb Willer, “The Social Structure of Political Echo Chambers: Varia-
tion in Ideological Homophily in Online Networks,” Political Psychology 38 (3) (2017): 551
569 ; and Dominic Spohr, “Fake News and Ideological Polarization : Filter Bubbles and Se-
lective Exposure on Social Media,” Business Information Review 34 (3) (2017): 150—-160.

32 Jeffery M. Berry and Sarah Sobieraj, The Outrage Industry : Political Opinion Media and the New
Incivility (New York: Oxford University Press, 2014).

33 David B. Grusky, Peter A. Hall, and Hazel Rose Markus, “The Rise of Opportunity Markets:
How Did It Happen & What Can We Do ?” Deedalus 148 (3) (Summer 2019) ; and Leslie Mc-
Call and Fiona Chin, “Does Knowledge of Inequality Affect Beliefs about Inequality,” Mid-
west Political Science Association Meeting, Chicago, Illinois, April 13, 2013, 1114.

148 (3) Summer 2019

Son Hing,
Wilson,
Gourevitch,
English &
Sin

129



Rising Income
Inequality :
Processes That
Legitimize
Growing
Disparities

130

34 Patrick Le Galés and Paul Pierson, “‘Superstar Cities’ & the Generation of Durable Inequal-
ity,” Deedalus 148 (3) (Summer 2019); Matt Motyl, Ravi Iyer, Shigehiro Oishi, et al., “How
Ideological Migration Geographically Segregates Groups,” Journal of Experimental Social Psy-
chology 51 (2014):1-14; and Annette Lareau and Dalton Conley, eds., Social Class : How Does
it Work ? (New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 2008).

35 Ann Owens, “Inequality in Children’s Contexts: Income Segregation of Households with
and without Children,” American Sociological Review 81 (3) (2016): 549-574; and Sean F.
Reardon and Kendra Bischoff, “Income Inequality and Income Segregation,” American Jour-
nal of Sociology 116 (4) (2011): 1092—-1153.

36 Grusky et al., “The Rise of Opportunity Markets.”

37 Michael Norton, “All Ranks are Local: Why Humans are Both (Painfully) Aware and (Sur-
prisingly) Unaware of Their Lot in Life,” Psychological Inquiry 24 (2) (2013): 124-125.

38 Guillermo Cruces, Ricardo Perez-Truglia, and Martin Tetaz, “Biased Perceptions of Income
Distribution and Preferences for Redistribution: Evidence From a Survey Experiment,”
Journal of Public Economics 98 (2013): 100—112.

39 Rachel Sherman, Uneasy Street : The Anxieties of Affluence (Princeton, N.J. : Princeton Universi-
ty Press, 2017).

4% Annette Alstadsaeter, Niels Johannesen, and Gabriel Zucman “Tax Evasion and Inequality,”
American Economic Review (forthcoming).

4! Joseph E. Stiglitz, The Price of Inequality : How Today’s Divided Society Endangers Our Future
(New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 2012).

42 Basak Kus and Wen Fan, “Income Inequality, Credit and Public Support for Redistribution,”
Intereconomics : Review of European Economic Policy 50 (4) (2015): 198—205; and Robert H.
Frank, Falling Behind : How Rising Inequality Harms the Middle Class (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 2007).

43 Niehues, “Subjective Perception of Inequality and Redistribution Preferences”; Markus
Hadler, “Why Do People Accept Different Income Ratios? A Multi-Level Comparison
of Thirty Countries,” Acta Sociologica 48 (2) (2005): 131—-154; and Azim F. Shariff, Dylan
Wiwad, and Lara B. Aknin, “Income Mobility Breeds Tolerance for Income Inequality:
Cross-National and Experimental Evidence,” Perspectives on Psychological Science 11 (3)
(2016): 373-380.

44 Hadler, “Why Do People Accept Different Income Ratios?”
45 Kuhn, “The Individual Perception of Wage Inequality.”

46 Leslie McCall, Derek Burk, Marie Laperierre, and Jennifer A. Richeson, “Exposure to Rising
Inequality Shapes Americans’ Opportunity Beliefs and Policy Support,” Proceedings of the
National Academy of Sciences 114 (36) (2017): 9593-9598.

47 Christina Starmans, Mark Sheskin, and Paul Bloom, “Why People Prefer Unequal Societies,”
Nature Human Behaviour 1 (4) (2017) ; and Irene Bloemraad, Will Kymlicka, Michele Lamont,
and Leanne S. Son Hing, “Membership without Social Citizenship ? Deservingness & Redis-
tribution as Grounds for Equality,” Deedalus 148 (3) (Summer 2019).

48 J. Stacy Adams, “Inequality in Social Exchange,” Advances in Experimental Social Psychology
2 (1965): 267-299.

49 Andreas Kuhn, “In the Eye of the Beholder: Subjective Inequality Measures and Individuals’
Assessment of Market Justice,” European Journal of Political Economy 27 (4) (2011): 625-641;
and Matthew Loveless and Stephen Whitefield, “Being Unequal and Seeing Inequality : Ex-
plaining the Political Significance of Social Inequality in New Market Democracies,” Euro-
pean Journal of Political Research 50 (2) (2011) : 239-266.

59 Parco Sin and Leanne Son Hing, “Conceptions of Meritocracy and Reactions to Income
Inequality,” manuscript in preparation (2019).

Deedalus, the Journal of the American Academy of Arts & Sciences



5! Niehues, “Subjective Perception of Inequality and Redistribution Preferences”; Hadler, Son Hing,

“Why Do People Accept Different Income Ratios ?”’; and Kuhn, “In the Eye of the Beholder.” Z;Vilson,' )
ourevitch,
52 Siobhan Austen, “An International Comparison of Attitudes to Inequality,” International Jour- English &

nal of Social Economics 29 (3) (2002): 218—-237; and Kris-Stella Trump, “The Status Quo and Sin
Perceptions of Fairness: How Income Inequality Influences Public Opinion” (Ph.D. diss.,
Harvard University, 2013).

33 Osberg and Smeeding, “‘Fair’ Inequality ?”

54 Austen, “An International Comparison of Attitudes to Inequality.”

17

55 Osberg and Smeeding, “‘Fair’ Inequality ?”

56 Jonathan Kelley and Krzysztof Zagorski, “Economic Change and the Legitimation of In-
equality: The Transition from Socialism to the Free Market in Central-East Europe,” Re-
search in Social Stratification and Mobility 22 (2005) : 321-366.

57 Trump, “The Status Quo and Perceptions of Fairness.”

$8 George C. Homans, Social Behavior : Its Elementary Forms, rev. ed. (Boston : Houghton Mifflin
Harcourt, 1974).

59 Melvin J. Lerner, The Belief in a Just World : A Fundamental Delusion (New York : Plenum Press,
1980).

60 Carolyn L. Hafer and Alicia N. Rubel, “The Why and How of Defending Belief in a Just
World,” Advances in Experimental Social Psychology 51 (2015): 41-96.

61 Lori Malahy, Michelle Rubinlicht, and Cheryl Kaiser, “Justifying Inequality: A Cross-
Temporal Investigation of U.S. Income Disparities and Just-World Beliefs from 1973 to
2006,” Social Justice Research 22 (4) (2009): 369—383.

2 Trump, “The Status Quo and Perceptions of Fairness.”

%3 John T. Jost, Brett W. Pelham, Oliver Sheldon, and Bilian Sullivan, “Social Inequality and
the Reduction of Ideological Dissonance on Behalf of the System: Evidence of Enhanced
System Justification Among the Disadvantaged,” European Journal of Social Psychology 33 (1)
(2003):13-36.

64 John T. Jost and Orsolya Hunyady, “The Psychology of System Justification and the Palliative
Function of Ideology,” European Review of Social Psychology 13 (1) (2003): 111—-153.

65 Luca Caricati and Fabio Lorenzi-Cioldi “Does Status Matter? Testing Hypotheses from
Strong Form of System Justification Theory,” International Review of Social Psychology 25 (1)

(2012): 67-95.
66 Kluegel and Smith, Beliefs about Inequality.

67 Alison Ledgerwood, Anesu N. Mandisodza, John T. Jost, and Michelle Pohl, “Working for the
System : Motivated Defense of Meritocratic Beliefs,” Social Cognition 29 (3) (2011): 322-340.

68 Jost et al., “Social Inequality and the Reduction of Ideological Dissonance on Behalf of the
System”; and Kuhn, “In the Eye of the Beholder.”

59 Jonathan J. B. Mijs, “Visualizing Belief in Meritocracy, 1930-2010,” Socius 4 (1) (2018).

79 Roland Benabou and Efe A. Ok, “Social Mobility and the Demand for Redistribution: The
POUM Hypothesis,” The Quarterly Journal of Economics 116 (2) (2001): 447—487.

71 Shariff et al., “Income Mobility Breeds Tolerance for Income Inequality.”

7> Roland Verwiebe and Bernd Wegener, “Social Inequality and the Perceived Income Justice
Gap,” Social Justice Research 13 (2) (2000): 123-149.

73 Loveless and Whitefield, “Being Unequal and Seeing Inequality.”

148 (3) Summer 2019 131



Rising Income
Inequality :
Processes That
Legitimize
Growing
Disparities

132

74 Alexandra A. Cichocka and John T. Jost, “Stripped of Illusions ? Exploring System Justifica-
tion Processes in Capitalist and Post-Communist Societies,” International Journal of Psychol-
ogy 49 (1) (2014): 6-29.

75 Hadler, “Why Do People Accept Different Income Ratios?”; and Benabou and Ok, “Social
Mobility and the Demand for Redistribution.”

76 Shariff et al., “Income Mobility Breeds Tolerance for Income Inequality” ; and Verwiebe and
Wegener, “Social Inequality and the Perceived Income Justice Gap.”

77 Kelley and Zagorski, “Economic Change and the Legitimation of Inequality.”
78 Verwiebe and Wegener, “Social Inequality and the Perceived Income Justice Gap.”
79 Cichocka and Jost, “Stripped of Illusions ?”

80 Michael W. Kraus and Bennett Callaghan, “Noblesse Oblige ? Social Status and Economic In-
equality Maintenance Among Politicians,” PLOS One 9 (1) (2014).

81 Nour S. Kteily, Jennifer Sheehy-Skeffington, and Arnold K. Ho, “Hierarchy in the Eye of the
Beholder: (Anti-)Egalitarianism Shapes Perceived Levels of Social Inequality,” Journal of
Personality and Social Psychology 112 (1) (2017): 136-159 ; and Sin and Son Hing, “Conceptions
of Meritocracy and Reactions to Income Inequality.”

82 Hadler, “Why Do People Accept Different Income Ratios?”; Kraus and Callaghan, “No-
blesse Oblige?”; and McCall and Chin, “Does Knowledge of Inequality Affect Beliefs about
Inequality.”

83 Leanne S. Son Hing, Ramona D. Bobocel, Mark P. Zanna, et al., “The Merit of Meritocracy,”
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 101 (3) (2011): 433—450; Shai Davidai and Thom-
as Gilovich, “What Goes Up Apparently Needn’t Come Down: Asymmetric Predictions of
Ascent and Descent in Rankings,” Journal of Behavioral Decision Making 28 (5) (2015): 491
503; and John T. Jost and Erik P. Thompson, “Group-Based Dominance and Opposition to
Equality as Independent Predictors of Self-Esteem, Ethnocentrism, and Social Policy Atti-
tudes Among African Americans and European Americans,” Journal of Experimental Social
Psychology 36 (3) (2000): 209-232.

84 Christopher J. Anderson and Matthew M. Singer, “The Sensitive Left and the Impervious
Right: Multilevel Models and the Politics of Inequality, Ideology, and Legitimacy in Eu-
rope,” Comparative Political Studies 41 (4—5) (2008): 564-599.

85 Kiatpongsan and Norton, “How Much (More) Should CEOs Make ?”; and McCall, The Unde-
serving Rich.

86 Bloemraad et al., “Membership without Social Citizenship ?”

87 William Franko, Caroline Tolbert, and Christopher Witko, “Inequality, Self-Interest, and
Public Support for ‘Robin Hood’ Tax Policies,” Political Research Quarterly 66 (4) (2013):
923-937; and Illyana Kuziemko, Michael Norton, Emmanuel Saez, and Stefanie Stantcheva,
“How Elastic are Preferences for Redistribution? Evidence from Randomized Survey Ex-
periments,” American Economic Review 105 (4) (2015): 1478 -1508.

88 Istvan G. Toth and Tamas Keller, “Income Distributions, Inequality Perceptions and Redis-
tributive Claims in European Societies,” GINI Discussion Paper No. 7 (Amsterdam: Am-
sterdam Institute for Advanced Labour Studies, 2011).

89 Norton and Ariely, “Building a Better America”; Kiatpongsan and Norton, “How Much
(More) Should CEOs Make ?”; and McCall and Chin, “Does Knowledge of Inequality Af-
fect Beliefs about Inequality.”

9° Bartels, “Homer Gets a Tax Cut”; and Norton and Ariely, “Building a Better America.”
91 McCall, The Undeserving Rich.
9% Kiatpongsan and Norton, “How Much (More) Should CEOs Make ?”

Deedalus, the Journal of the American Academy of Arts & Sciences



93 Kuziemko et al.,, “How Elastic are Preferences for Redistribution?”; and Jasmine L.
Brown-lannuzzi, Kristjen B. Lundberg, and Stephanie McKee, “Political Action in the Age
of High Economic Inequality : A Multilevel Approach,” Social Issues and Policy Review 11 (1)
(2017):232-273.

94 Finseeras, “Income Inequality and Demand for Redistribution”; and Benabou and Ok, “So-
cial Mobility and the Demand for Redistribution.”

95 Stephane Coté, Julian House, and Robb Willer, “High Economic Inequality Leads Higher-
Income Individuals to Be Less Generous,” Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences 112
(52) (2015): 15838 -15843.

e

96 Osberg and Smeeding, “‘Fair’ Inequality ?”; Franko et al., “Inequality, Self-Interest, and Pub-
lic Support for ‘Robin Hood’ Tax Policies” ; and Toth and Keller, “Income Distributions, In-
equality Perceptions and Redistributive Claims in European Societies.”

97 Starmans et al., “Why People Prefer Unequal Societies.”

e

98 Osberg and Smeeding,

99 Hadler, “Why Do People Accept Different Income Ratios?”; and Malte Liibker, “Globaliza-
tion and Perceptions of Social Inequality,” International Labour Review 143 (1-2) (2004):
91-128.

Fair’ Inequality ?”

109 Ann-Sofie Isaksson and Annika Lindskog, “Preferences for Redistribution: A Country Com-
parison of Fairness Judgements,” Journal of Economic Behaviour and Organization 72 (3)
(2009): 884-902; and Sin and Son Hing, “Conceptions of Meritocracy and Reactions to In-
come Inequality.”

101 Benabou and Ok, “Social Mobility and the Demand for Redistribution”; and Isaksson and
Lindskog, “Preferences for Redistribution.”

102 Alberto Alesina and Eliana La Ferrara. “Ethnic Diversity and Economic Performance,” Jour-
nal of Economic Literature 43 (3) (2005): 762-800 ; and Alberto Alesina, Edward Glaeser, and
Bruce Sacerdote, “Why Doesn’t the United States Have a European-Style Welfare State?”
Brookings Papers on Economic Activity 32 (2) (2001): 187-254.

103 Mijs, “Visualizing Belief in Meritocracy, 1930-2010"; and John T. Jost, “Working Class
Conservatism: A System Justification Perspective,” Current Opinion in Psychology 18 (2017):
73-78.

104 Toth and Keller, “Income Distributions, Inequality Perceptions and Redistributive Claims in
European Societies.”

105 Bloemraad et al., “Membership without Social Citizenship ?”

106 Woojin Lee, John Roemer, and Karine Van Der Straeten, “Racism, Xenophobia, and Redis-
tribution,” Journal of the European Economic Association 4 (2—3) (2006): 446—454.

1097 Rodney E. Hero and Morris E. Levy, “The Racial Structure of Inequality : Consequences for
Welfare Policy in the United States,” Social Science Quarterly 99 (2) (2017): 459—472.

108 Bloemraad et al., “Membership without Social Citizenship ?”; Alesina and Glaeser, Fighting
Poverty in the U.S. and Europe ; and Alesina et al., “Why Doesn’t the United States Have a Eu-
ropean-Style Welfare State?”

109 Kuziemko et al., “How Elastic are Preferences for Redistribution ?”

110 Anderson and Singer, “The Sensitive Left and the Impervious Right”; and Mark J. Brandt,
Geoffrey Wetherell, and P. J. Henry, “Changes in Income Predict Change in Social Trust: A
Longitudinal Analysis,” Political Psychology 36 (6) (2015): 761-768.

111 Dallinger, “Public Support for Redistribution.”

112 Hacker and Pierson, American Amnesia.

148 (3) Summer 2019

Son Hing,
Wilson,
Gourevitch,
English &
Sin

133



Rising Income
Inequality :
Processes That
Legitimize
Growing
Disparities

134

113 Nancy MacLean, Democracy in Chains : The Deep History of the Radical Right’s Stealth Plan for
America (New York: Penguin Random House, 2017).

114 Haney Lopez, Dog Whistle Politics: How Coded Racial Appeals Have Reinvented Racism and
Wrecked the Middle Class (New York: Oxford University Press, 2014).

115 Donald Tomaskovic-Devey, Nina Bandelj, Irene Boeckmann, et al., “The Comparative Orga-
nizational Inequality Network: Toward an Economic Sociology of Inequality,” Economic So-
ciology 19 (1) (2017): 15-21.

116 Steven Fein and Steven J. Spencer, “Prejudice as Self-Image Maintenance : Affirming the Self
through Negative Evaluations of Others,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 73 (1)
(1997): 31-44.

117 Arlie R. Hochschild, Strangers in Their Own Land : Anger and Mourning on the American Right
(New York: New Press, 2016).

118 Brown-lannuzzi et al., “Political Action in the Age of High Economic Inequality.”

119 ] eeetal., “Racism, Xenophobia, and Redistribution”; and Lilliana Mason, Uncivil Agreement :
How Politics Became Our Identity (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2018).

120 Brown-lannuzzi et al., “Political Action in the Age of High Economic Inequality.”

121 Valentino Larcinese, “Voting Over Redistribution and the Size of the Welfare State: The
Role of Turnout,” Political Studies 55 (3) (2007).

122 Sidney Verba and Norman H. Nie, Participation in America-Political Democracy and Social
Equality (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1972) ; and Michael W. Kraus, “The Inequal-
ity of Politics: Social Class Rank and Political Participation,” Institute for Research on La-
bor and Employment Working Paper No. 120-15 (Berkeley : University of California, Berke-
ley, 2015).

123 Christopher Uggen, Sarah Shannon, and Jeff Manza, State-Level Estimates of Felon Disenfran-
chisement in the United States, 2010 (Washington, D.C.: Sentencing Project, 2012).

124 Larcinese, “Voting Over Redistribution and the Size of the Welfare State”; and Kenworthy
and Pontusson, “Rising Inequality and the Politics of Redistribution in Affluent Countries.”

125 Gilens and Page, “Testing Theories of American Politics”; and Larry M. Bartels, “Politi-
cal Inequality in Affluent Democracies: The Social Welfare Deficit,” Center for the Study
of Democratic Institutions Working Paper No. 5-2017 (Nashville: Center for the Study of
Democratic Institutions, Vanderbilt University, 2017).

126 Henry E. Brady, Sidney Verba, and Kay L. Schlozman, “Beyond SES: A Resource Model of
Political Participation,” American Political Science Review 89 (2) (1995): 271-294.

127 Gilens and Page, “Testing Theories of American Politics”; Jacob S. Hacker and Paul Pierson,
Winner-Take-All Politics : How Washington Made the Rich Richer—And Turned Its Back on the Mid-
dle Class (New York: Simon and Schuster, 2011); and Virginia Gray, David Lowery, Mat-
thew Fellowes, and Andrea McAtee, “Public Opinion, Public Policy, and Organized Inter-
ests in the American States,” Political Research Quarterly 57 (3) (2004): 411—420.

128 Kuziemko et al., “How Elastic are Preferences for Redistribution ?”

129 Kristin Laurin, Steven Shepherd, and Aaron C. Kay, “System Inescapability and Defense of
the Status Quo: System-Justifying Consequences of Restricted Exit Opportunities,” Psycho-
logical Science 21 (8) (2010) : 1075-1082.

130 Nathan J. Kelly and Peter K. Enns, “Inequality and the Dynamics of Public Opinion: The
Self-Reinforcing Link between Economic Inequality and Mass Preferences,” American Jour-
nal of Political Science 54 (4) (2010): 855—-870.

131 Kristin Laurin, Aaron C. Kay, and Gavan J. Fitzsimons, “Reactance Versus Rationalization:
Divergent Responses to Constrained Freedom,” Psychological Science 23 (2) (2012) : 205-209.

Deedalus, the Journal of the American Academy of Arts & Sciences



132 Jonathan Krieckhaus, Byunghwan Son, Nisha Bellinger, and Jason Wells, “Economic In- Son Hing,

equality and Democratic Support,” The Journal of Politics 76 (1) (2014): 139—151.

Wilson,
Gourevitch,

133 Bill O’Reilly, The O 'Reilly Factor, April 27, 2016, available at Fox News, “Bill O’Reilly: Why English &

the Voters Are Propelling Donald Trump,” April 28, 2016, https://www.foxnews.com/
transcript/bill-oreilly-why-the-voters-are-propelling-donald-trump.

134 Achen and Bartels, Democracy for Realists.

135 For instance, during the 2000 U.S. election, candidates presented alternative visions of old-
age social security: government-regulated (Gore) or privatized (Bush). Partisans did not
first prefer a policy and then select a candidate accordingly ; instead, they selected their pre-
ferred candidate, then gradually came to adopt the corresponding pension attitudes. Ibid.

136 Mason, Uncivil Agreement ; and Geoffrey L. Cohen, “Party Over Policy : The Dominating Im-
pact of Group Influence on Political Beliefs,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 85 (5)
(2003): 808-822.

137 Jost, “Working Class Conservatism.”

138 James N. Druckman, Erik Peterson, and Rune Slothuus, “How Elite Partisan Polarization Af-
fects Public Opinion Formation,” American Political Science Review 170 (1) (2013): 57-79.

139 Meltzer and Richard, “A Rational Theory of the Size of Government.”
140 Krieckhaus et al., “Economic Inequality and Democratic Support.”
141 Hall et al., “When Education Becomes an Engine of Inequality.”

142 Bric D. Knowles and Linda R. Tropp, “The Racial and Economic Context of Trump Support:
Evidence for Threat, Identity, and Contact Effects in the 2016 Presidential Election,” Social
Psychological and Personality Science 9 (3) (2018): 275-284; and Mai B. Phan, “We’re All in
This Together: Context, Contacts, and Social Trust in Canada,” Analyses of Social Issues and
Public Policy 8 (1) (2008): 23-51.

143 Engelhardt and Wagener, Biased Perceptions of Income Inequality and Redistribution.
144 Hacker and Pierson, American Amnesia.

145 Susan Mettler, The Submerged State: How Invisible Government Policies Undermine American
Democracy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2011).

146 Ryan W. Buell, Ethan Porter, and Michael Norton, “Surfacing the Submerged State: Opera-
tional Transparency Increases Trust in and Engagement with Government,” Harvard Busi-
ness School Working Paper No. 14-034 (Cambridge, Mass. : Harvard University, 2018).

148 (3) Summer 2019

Sin

135



