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INTRODUCTION:
BEYOND THE
STEREOTYPES

When people think
about the United
States, they often
picture a land of
boundless opportunity,
where hard work
guarantees success
and where individual
effort trumps all
obstacles. This image,
broadcast through
movies, news, and
global pop culture, has
shaped the world's
understanding of
American society
how it really works.
But the reality beneath

the surface is far more
complex. The United
States is a nation of
stark contradictions:
immense wealth
alongside deep
poverty, a celebrated
history of freedom
intertwined with
systemic inequality,
and a national ethos of
individualism that
often clashes with the
collective needs of its
people. To truly grasp
the functioning of this
society, we must move
beyond caricatures and
examine the actual
structures—economic,
political, social, and
cultural—that shape
daily life for 330 million
Americans.


https://www.everybodystreet.com/

This article peels back
the layers of myth to
explore the authentic

mechanisms of
American society. We
will look at the

persistence of class,
the role of race, the
influence of money in
politics, and the gap
between the American
Dream and lived
experience.
Understanding these
dynamics is not just an
academic exercise; it is
essential for anyone
who wants to navigate,
critique, or appreciate
the intricate reality of
the United States
today.

THE AMERICAN
DREAM: MERIT OR
MYTH?

At the heart of the
national identity lies
the American
Dream—the belief that
anyone, regardless of
background, can

achieve success
through hard work and
determination. This
narrative has
incredible power. It
fuels immigrant
aspirations, justifies
economic policies, and
provides a moral
framework for
individual
responsibility.
However, a growing
body of evidence
suggests that
American society
how it really works is
far less meritocratic
than the dream
promises.

Economic
Mobility
I
Practice

Studies consistently
show that the United

2 American Society How It Really 2022-09-20
Works



American Society How It Really Works

States has lower rates
of intergenerational
economic mobility than
many other developed
nations. A child born
into the bottom quintile
of income distribution
in the U.S. has a
roughly 7.5% chance of
reaching the top
quintile as an adult. In
countries like Denmark
or Canada, that figure
is significantly higher.
The "rags to riches"
story is statistically
rare. Instead, where
you start on the
economic ladder is a
strong predictor of
where you will end up.

Several factors lock in
this immobility:

* Wealth
concentration:
The top 1% of
American
households own
about 30% of the
nation's wealth,
while the bottom

50% own only
about 2.5%. This
accumulated
wealth provides
advantages in
education,
housing, and
social networks
that compound
over generations.
Educational
disparities:
School funding in
the U.S. relies
heavily on local
property taxes.
Wealthy
neighborhoods
have well-
resourced
schools, while
poorer areas
struggle with
underfunded
facilities,
outdated
textbooks, and
lower-paid
teachers. This
creates a cycle
where zip code
determines



opportunity.

e Social capital:
Connections
matter. Access to
internships, job
referrals, and
mentorships is
often tied to
family
background. A
child with
professional
parents gains an
invisible head
start that no
amount of
personal effort
can fully erase.

The myth of pure
meritocracy serves an
ideological function: it
suggests that those
who succeed deserve
their success, while
those who fail are
personally responsible.
This belief can
discourage support for
social safety nets and
collective solutions,
reinforcing the very
inequalities the myth

claims to address.

CLASS AND SOCIAL
STRATIFICATION:
THE INVISIBLE
LADDER

Americans are often
uncomfortable talking
about class. The
national language
prefers "middle class"
as a catch-all, blurring
the lines between blue-
collar workers,
professionals, and the
wealthy. Yet class is a
powerful force in
American society
how it really works.
It shapes where people
live, how they are
educated, what
healthcare they
receive, and even how
long they live.

The
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Structure

Inequality

Sociologists often
describe a three-tiered
system: the upper
class (a small elite with
inherited wealth or top
executive positions),

the middle class
(professionals,
managers, skilled

tradespeople), and the
working class or poor
(those in low-wage

jobs, unstable
employment, or
dependent on

government

assistance). The
boundaries are porous
but stubborn. Even
within the middle class,
there are vast
differences in
economic security. A
family with a
household income of

$100,000 in a high-cost
city may feel more
financial strain than a
family earning $60,000
in a lower-cost rural
area.

One of the most telling
indicators of class in
America is health. The
gap in life expectancy
between the richest
1% and the poorest 1%
of men is nearly 15
years. For women, it is
about 10 years. This
"health gradient"
reflects not just access
to medical care, but
also stress, working
conditions,
neighborhood safety,
and environmental
exposures—all of which
are stratified by class.

The
Invisible



Safety

while "tax
expenditures" for the
affluent are rarely

N et fo piscussed as such. This

the Rich

Contrary to the
narrative of self-
reliance, the wealthy in
America benefit from
extensive government
support, though it is
often less visible than

welfare programs.
Mortgage interest
deductions, capital

gains tax rates lower
than income tax rates,
and tax-advantaged
retirement accounts
disproportionately help
upper-income
households.
Meanwhile, programs
like food stamps
(SNAP) and Medicaid
are subject to stringent
eligibility requirements
and public scrutiny.
The term "welfare" is
often stigmatized,

double standard is a
key feature of
American society
how it really works.

THE PERVASIVE
ROLE OF RACE
AND ETHNICITY

No honest examination
of American society
can ignore the
historical and ongoing
impact of race. The
legacy of slavery,
segregation, and
discriminatory policies
continues to shape
every institution, from
housing to policing to
education.

Systemic
Racism in
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Action

Consider
homeownership, the
primary driver of
wealth for most
American families. The
1930s New Deal
housing programs,
including the Federal
Housing Administration
(FHA), explicitly
excluded Black
neighborhoods through
redlining. Even after
discriminatory lending
was outlawed, the
wealth gap persisted.
Today, the median
wealth of white
households is roughly
eight times that of
Black households.
Homeownership rates
for whites are about
74%, compared to 44%
for Black families.

Similar disparities exist
in the criminal justice
system. Black
Americans are

incarcerated at more
than five times the rate
of whites, even though
rates of drug use are
similar across racial
groups. The war on
drugs, mandatory
minimum sentences,
and biased policing
have created a system
of mass incarceration
that disproportionately
affects communities of
color. This has
profound social
consequences: broken
families, reduced
employment prospects,
and
disenfranchisement
(many states
permanently bar
people with felonies
from voting).

Race also intersects
with class. A middle-
class Black family may
still face discrimination
in housing or
employment that a
white working-class
family does not. The



concept of
"intersectionality"
helps explain how

multiple
identities—race,
gender, class,

immigration
status—combine to
create unique
experiences of
disadvantage or
privilege.

The

Changing
Demogra
phics and
Backlash

The United States is
becoming more
diverse. By 2045, non-
Hispanic whites are
projected to become a
minority of the
population. This
demographic shift has

sparked both
celebration and
anxiety. It has also

fueled political
polarization, with some
groups feeling

threatened by the loss
of traditional status.
Understanding this
dynamic is crucial for
grasping American
society how it really
works in the twenty-
first  century: the
struggle over identity
and belonging is a
central axis of political
conflict.

POLITICAL

SYSTEM: MONEY,
POWER, AND THE
TWO-PARTY TRAP

The American political
system is often
described as a
democracy, but in
practice, it functions as
a complex interplay of
money, lobbying, and
structural barriers that
dilute the power of
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ordinary citizens.

The
Influence
of Money

The Supreme Court's
Citizens United
decision (2010) opened
the floodgates for
unlimited corporate
and union spending in
elections through
super PACs. While
direct contributions to
candidates are capped,
outside groups can
spend unlimited
amounts on ads and
issue advocacy. The
result is that
elections—especially
for Congress—are
astronomically

expensive. Incumbents
have massive
fundraising
advantages,
challengers

and
without

access to wealthy
donors struggle to
compete.

This system doesn't
just affect who gets

elected; it shapes
policy. Legislators
spend a significant

portion of their time
fundraising. Corporate
lobbyists write bills,
influence regulations,
and provide "revolving
door" jobs for former
politicians. Policies on
healthcare, finance,
energy, and taxation
often reflect the
interests of well-funded
industries rather than
the preferences of the
majority of citizens.
Research by political
scientists Gilens and
Page found that
economic elites and
organized business
groups have
substantial impact on
U.S. government
policy, while average
citizens and mass-
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based interest groups
have little or no
independent influence.

The Two-
Party
System
and Voter
Suppressi
on

Third parties rarely
succeed in the U.S. due
to "winner-take-all"
electoral rules, the
Electoral College, and
ballot access laws. This
forces voters into a
binary choice between
Democrats and
Republicans, even
when neither party
fully represents their
views. The system
encourages

polarization, as each
party caters to its base
rather than seeking
compromise.

Additionally, voter
participation is lower in
the U.S. than in many
other democracies.
This is partly due to
structural barriers:
voter ID laws,
restrictions on early
voting, purges of voter
rolls, and the fact that
Election Day is not a
national holiday. These
barriers
disproportionately
affect low-income
voters and people of
color, further skewing
who actually has a
voice in governance.

EDUCATION: THE
GREAT EQUALIZER
OR A REPRODUCER
OF INEQUALITY?

Education is widely
seen as the path to
upward mobility. Yet
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the American
education system s
deeply unequal and

often reinforces
existing social
hierarchies.

Funding
Gaps

As noted earlier, school
funding is tied to local
property taxes. A
district with high
property values can
raise more money per
pupil than a poorer
district. This creates
vast disparities in
resources: the richest
school districts spend
more than twice as
much per student as
the poorest. These
districts also attract
more experienced
teachers, offer
advanced placement
courses, and have
better facilities. A child
in a wealthy suburb
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has a fundamentally
different  educational
experience than a child
in an inner-city or rural
school.

Higher
Education
Burden

College is often
promoted as a ticket to
the middle class, but
the cost has
skyrocketed. Tuition at
public universities has
more than tripled since
the 1980s, while state
funding has declined.
This forces students to
take on massive
debt—the total student
loan debt in the U.S.
exceeds $1.7 trillion.
The burden of debt
delays major life
milestones like buying
a home, starting a
business, or having



children. Students from
low-income families
are less likely to
graduate and more
likely to dropout due to
financial pressure.
Meanwhile, wealthier
families can pay for
private tutors, test
prep, and full tuition,
giving their children a
permanent advantage.

Thus, while education
can be a ladder, it
often acts as a
gatekeeper,

reproducing the class
structure across
generations.

HEALTHCARE AND
THE SOCIAL
SAFETY NET: GAPS
AND
FRAGMENTATION

The United States is
the only wealthy nation
without universal
healthcare. Instead, it
has a patchwork
system of employer-
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based insurance,
government programs
(Medicare for seniors,
Medicaid for the poor,
CHIP for children), and
the Affordable Care Act

(ACA) marketplaces.
Despite spending more
per capita on
healthcare than any
other country,
outcomes are
mediocre. Life

expectancy is lower
than in peer nations,
and maternal mortality
rates are shockingly
high, especially for
Black women.

Why No
Universal

Coverage
?

Opposition stems from
a mix of ideological
commitments (distrust
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of government, belief

in individual
responsibility) and
powerful vested
interests. Insurance

companies,

pharmaceutical firms,
and hospital systems
profit from the current
system and lobby
aggressively to prevent
change. The result is
that 8-10% of the
population remains
uninsured, and many
with insurance face
high deductibles and
co-pays that deter
them from seeking
care. Medical debt is a
leading cause of
bankruptcy.

The
Safety
Net
Under
Strain

Social programs like
unemployment
insurance, food
stamps, and housing
assistance exist but
are often inadequate
and difficult to access.
Work requirements,
time
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