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The fortunate man is seldom satisfied with the fact 
of being fortunate. Beyond this, he needs to know 
that he has a right to his good fortune. He wants to 
be convinced that he “deserves” it, and above all, 
that he deserves it in comparison with others. . . . 
Good fortune thus wants to be “legitimate fortune.”

—  M A X  W E B E R ,  “ T H E  S O C I A L  P S Y C H O L O G Y 

O F  T H E  W O R L D  R E L I G I O N S ”
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1

INTRODUCTION

Scott and Olivia, both 39, live with their three children in a large pre-
war apartment in Manhattan. They spend weekends and vacations 
at their second home in the Connecticut countryside. Their chil-
dren attend a prestigious private school. They employ a part- time 
personal assistant as well as a nanny- housekeeper and occasionally 
a personal chef. On airplanes they usually travel in business class, 
though when the children were small the family often flew on private 
planes. Fueling this lifestyle is Scott’s inherited wealth, generated 
by a business his grandfather founded. After earning Ivy League BA 
and MBA degrees, Scott worked in finance for several years before 
deciding that the benefits of this employment did not compensate 
for the time he had to spend on it. He now focuses on a small technol-
ogy business he started that supports nonprofits, as well as playing 
an active role on the board of his children’s school. Olivia is also Ivy 
League educated, although she comes from a working- class family. 
She has an MA in social work but works for pay only occasionally, 
spending most of her time taking care of the children and maintain-
ing the household.

Scott told me he had been self- conscious about his wealth since 
he was a child. He recalled feeling sensitive to comments classmates 
and others would make about the size of his family’s house. He said, 
“I just felt like, ‘Yeah, this is kind of different. And, it’s something to 
hide.’ ” In college he became a leftist and obscured his background 
as much as possible, but classmates ultimately found out that he 
was a “secret rich guy” and taunted him about the family’s com-
pany, which was associated with abuses of workers’ rights. When I 
talked with Olivia, she described feeling uncomfortable having mar-
ried into wealth. Although she felt that it was easy to spend money 
helping other people or creating a home for her children, she had 
trouble spending only on herself, particularly because it was money 
she hadn’t earned. Quite liberal politically, she and Scott were both 
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especially aware of those who had less. They also worried about their 
children and how to instill in them the desire to work.

Scott and Olivia’s internal conflicts about their wealth cropped 
up especially in their feelings about their living space. When I in-
terviewed Scott in 2009, he was overseeing renovation of an Upper 
West Side apartment worth $4.5 million, which they had bought 
primarily because they believed that each of their children should 
have his or her own room. But they felt conflicted about living there. 
When I asked why, Scott said, “Do we want to live in such a fancy 
place? Do we want to deal with the person coming in and being like, 
‘Wow!’ You know, like, that wears on you. . . . We’re just not the type 
of people who wear it on our sleeve. We don’t want that ‘Wow.’ ”

When I talked with Olivia a few years later, the family was living 
in their new home. But the transition had not been easy for her. In 
fact, she had initially been so uncomfortable with the apartment that 
they had considered not moving into it. The previous owner had 
done a significant renovation, which she found unbearably ostenta-
tious. The apartment was “dripping marble” and had other aesthetic 
features Olivia hated. She said, “I mean, we’re doing our best, with 
our clutter and junk, to, like, take the majesty and grandeur out of 
it. But, when I come [home], I feel like, ‘This isn’t me.’ You know. 
This doesn’t reflect who I feel like I am in the world, and who I want 
to be in the world.”

In the renovation Olivia had planned to change the aesthetic 
elements that bothered her. But expensive unexpected structural 
problems ate up the money they had allocated, and Scott had balked 
at shelling out another million or so. Olivia told me, “We could 
have spent it. He just didn’t— psychologically, he didn’t want to. 
And I didn’t either. But I also really didn’t want to live with it the 
way it was.” The conflict that ensued was, as Olivia described it, 
“traumatizing,” destabilizing their marriage, and it resulted in their 
not doing anything to their new home for over two years. Olivia 
said that the renovation conflict “was a fight about a lot of things. 
But at root, I think it was about money. And what is okay to spend 
or not spend.”
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Their struggle was also partly about the visibility of their wealth, 
as their discomfort with the aesthetics of the apartment shows. As 
Scott noted, standing out had been a sore spot for him since his 
childhood. Olivia elaborated on this issue in talking about the opu-
lence of her home vis- à- vis those of their peers and friends, whom 
she described as “normal.” She said, “I always feel a certain level of 
awkwardness about having people over. Especially people— I mean, 
we don’t hang out in society circles. In society circles, I don’t think 
our apartment would be that exciting. We hang out with more nor-
mal people. And so, even having kids’ friends over, there’s always 
this, like, inner hurdle that I have to get over.” She was still so uneasy 
with the fact that they lived in a penthouse that she had asked the 
post office to change their mailing address so it would include the 
floor number instead of PH, a term she found “elite and snobby.”1 
Not surprisingly, neither invited me to their home; I talked with 
Scott in his office and with Olivia in mine.

But their discomfort was not just about how their consumption 
choices would look to others. It was also about how to set a limit on 
spending when there was, essentially, no objective ceiling, and what 
that limit meant about what kind of people they were. Scott said it 
had taken them nearly two years to buy an air conditioner when they 
first moved to New York. He said that kind of decision “typifies us.” 
He continued, “We have to feel like we’re doing it the hard way. I 
mean, the way we shop, the way we do our sort of like [family] stuff. 
And, you know, the way life works is, we do normal- Joe everyday 
stuff. We ride the trains. You know, for some reason it’s important 
to us to feel that way.” Olivia described creating these discomforts 
as “the mental trick I have to play, in a way, to be okay with having 
so much. And coming from so little.”

Yet Scott and Olivia seemed to be growing more comfortable 
with their lifestyle over time. Olivia told me their annual spending 
had reached $800,000, up from $600,000 a few years before. She 
had a new attitude about the apartment, saying, “If we’re going to 
live there, like, let’s really live there. Let’s really kind of embrace 
it, and not try to pretend like we don’t live there, in a funny sort 
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4 |  Introduction

of way, by not getting the door fixed. You know, we had a broken 
closet door for the whole time we lived in our old apartment. So 
there’s some, like, little mental game, again, about keeping it just a 
little bit uncomfortable. You know, we’re here, but we’re not really 
here, kind of thing. So that’s finally starting to wear off. I’m kind of 
getting really tired of doing that.” She was even planning to embark 
on another renovation.

Scott and Olivia are two of the fifty affluent and wealthy New York 
parents I interviewed for this book, who ranged from Wall Street 
financiers and corporate lawyers to professors and artists with in-
herited wealth. In talking with these people, I initially wanted to 
know how privileged New Yorkers made choices about consump-
tion and lifestyle— that is, how people who had economic freedom 
decided what was worth spending money on. How did they make 
decisions about buying and renovating a home, placing children in 
school, hiring domestic workers, and using their leisure time? What 
counted as “real” needs versus “luxuries”? These questions mattered 
because they were related to a broader issue: how people who were 
benefitting from rising economic inequality experienced their own 
social advantages. Did they think of themselves as having more than 
others? If so, did this self- conception affect the life choices they 
made? What might these decisions and discourses have to do with 
their personal histories; their networks of friends, family, and col-
leagues; or their political views?

What stood out from the beginning of these conversations was 
how much my interviewees, like Scott and Olivia, had struggled over 
these decisions. I first noticed conflicts about how much money it was 
acceptable to spend, and on what. Was it okay to spend a thousand 
dollars on a dress? Two thousand on a purse? Half a million on a 
home renovation? Sometimes these were questions about how much 
they could afford, given their resources. But more often they were 
about what kind of people they would be if they made these choices. 
When a stay- at- home mother paid for a lot of babysitting, for exam-
ple, was she “a snob”? If she sent back a light fixture she thought was 
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too big for the kitchen, was she a “princess”? Did a couple with tens 
of millions in assets have to live with a sofa they hated because it felt 
“wasteful” to change it? These questions were loaded with moral 
judgment and language; my interviewees criticized excess and self- 
indulgence while praising prudence and reasonable consumption.

I therefore shifted the focus of the interviews to explore these 
issues more fully and started hearing about other kinds of dilem-
mas related to money and identity. How could these affluent par-
ents give their children high- quality (usually private) education and 
other advantages without spoiling them? How should they resolve 
disagreements about spending priorities with their partners? How 
could those who did not earn money be recognized for contributing 
to their households? How should they talk with others, including 
me, about these decisions? Interior designers, financial planners, 
and other service providers I interviewed confirmed that their cli-
ents often had trouble talking about money and were conflicted 
about spending it.

Ultimately, I realized that these were conflicts about how to be 
both wealthy and morally worthy, especially at a historical moment 
of extreme and increasingly salient economic inequality. This book is 
about how these affluent New York parents grapple with this question.

C L A S S  I N E Q U A L I T I E S  A N D  I M A G I N A R I E S 
I N  T H E  U N I T E D  S TAT E S

In the United States, social class is a “touchy subject,”2 which is “vast, 
amorphous, politically charged, [and] largely unacknowledged.”3 
Free of the aristocratic and monarchical histories and social dis-
tinctions of Europe, the United States imagines itself as egalitarian.4 
The “American Dream” narrative tells us that anyone can “make it” 
with hard work and intelligence.5 This commitment to equality of 
opportunity has long gone hand in hand with a taboo on explicit 
conversations about class and money, both among individuals and 
in public discourse. For centuries Americans have avoided terms 
such as master and servant, which explicitly recognize economic and 
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6 |  Introduction

status differences, in favor of euphemisms such as help.6 Politicians 
rarely use the language of social class— though it has cropped up 
more in recent years, as I discuss later.

We do talk often about one class, of course: the “middle class.” 
But, as Benjamin DeMott has shown, the “imperial middle”— the 
idea of the middle as all- inclusive— has actually fostered the idea of 
classlessness, because it portrays nearly all Americans as in the same 
boat.7 In the period following World War II, this image was increas-
ingly (though not entirely) accurate as the middle class grew both 
in real numbers and in symbolic power. Economic expansion, state 
policy established during and after the New Deal, and labor union 
strength allowed incomes and home ownership to rise enormously, 
especially for white people, and permitted many more people to at-
tend college. Radical movements were decimated by anticommunist 
ideology and legislation during the Cold War, and poverty largely 
became invisible, allowing for the ascendance of the “middle class” 
as the central category of political discourse. Pundits believed that 
the future would simply entail managing affluence.

Yet this state of affairs was not to last. Beginning in the 1960s and 
gaining steam in the 1970s, international competition, outsourcing 
and deindustrialization, employer attacks on unions, and political 
realignments spelled the end of the broad prosperity of the post-
war period. Single incomes no longer sufficed to support families. 
Since the Reagan era of the 1980s, these trends, plus neoliberalism, 
globalization, financialization, technological innovation, and the 
continued decline of both manufacturing jobs and union strength, 
have given rise to an economy based primarily on knowledge and 
services. Employers are less committed to workers than they were 
in the past, and vice versa. Concomitant with these economic 
changes, the welfare state has lost power and the social safety net 
has weakened. Tax policy has increasingly favored the wealthy. Most 
recently, the “gig” economy, based on short- term or freelance work, 
has emerged. Although some analysts laud such arrangements for 
their flexibility, these shifts have generated greater economic and 
occupational insecurity for many people.8
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One of the most significant consequences of these transforma-
tions has been a dramatic increase in economic inequality in the 
United States since the 1970s, giving rise to what some have called 
“The New Gilded Age.”9 The benefits of economic growth have gone 
to the richest Americans— the top .01 percent, or the top 1 percent 
of the 1 percent— as CEO compensation and financial returns have 
skyrocketed.10 Americans without college degrees have seen their 
incomes stagnate since the 1970s. The level of upward mobility is 
lower than most people believe, and inequality is higher.11 Although 
the precise effects of rising inequality are debated, they may include 
increasing consumer debt, educational disparities, unequal health 
outcomes, and family problems, and in general high levels of in-
equality are thought to be socially detrimental.12

As the level of inequality has grown, the middle class has shrunk. 
The decline holds whether we define the middle class— a notoriously 
fuzzy concept— according to position in the income distribution, 
type of job, or lifestyle. The share of adults living in middle- income 
households in metropolitan areas is decreasing as more people are 
living in higher- income or lower- income households.13 The number 
of middle- wage jobs, such as those of bus drivers and retail clerks, 
has stagnated relative to others as job growth has occurred mostly 
at the top and the bottom of the wage scale.14 And even people in 
traditionally middle- class occupations (including teaching, social 
work, office work, and government employment) can no longer 
afford the traditional trappings of a middle- class lifestyle, such as 
owning a house and a car and paying for kids to go to college.15

Thus the middle class has become a kind of ghost category, ex-
isting more in the popular imagination than in reality. The symbolic 
power of the middle class persists, however, even as the referent 
disintegrates; this image remains ideologically critical in American 
cultural and political life.16 Politicians still eternally refer to the “mid-
dle class” as the backbone of America, consisting of deserving, hard- 
working, family- oriented Americans. The morally worthy middle 
class is also symbolically attached to the “Protestant ethic,” the idea 
that hard work and prudent consumption form the moral bedrock of 
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American society.17 The use of the term working families to connote 
this same moral worth (and the implied counterpart of nonworking 
families) is an even clearer allusion to the importance of “hard work” 
in achieving the American Dream.

Although we rarely talk openly about class as a social category, 
popular culture and politics are both rife with images of wealthy 
and poor people. In contrast to the worthy middle, both the rich 
and the poor are often represented as lacking the basic values of 
hard work and prudence. Poor people have often been portrayed as 
lazy spendthrifts, typically in racially coded images such as that of 
the “welfare queen” of the 1980s, and therefore as “undeserving.”18 
Wealthy people have likewise been cast as both lazy and profligate, at 
least since 1899, when critical economist Thorstein Veblen wrote The 
Theory of the Leisure Class, the book that introduced the concept of 
“conspicuous consumption.” In Veblen’s theory, highly visible con-
sumption primarily functions as a mechanism of status competition 
among men. Veblen also paints the wealthy as uninterested in work— 
indeed, one of the functions of conspicuous consumption (and the 
complementary concept of “conspicuous leisure”) is to demonstrate 
publicly the wealthy man’s distance from productive labor.19

The theme of wealthy people as conspicuous consumers remains 
a mainstay of American culture, especially in moments of greater 
inequality. Such consumption marks the wealthy as both exotic ob-
jects of fascination and aspiration and as morally suspect in their 
materialism. Perhaps the most canonical American novel, F. Scott 
Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby, portrays the American Dream gone 
awry in the character of arriviste Gatsby and the hedonistic, mor-
ally empty moment of the Roaring Twenties. In the 1980s, as the 
level of inequality rose again, Robin Leach took television viewers 
into the “lifestyles of the rich and famous.” Now “reality” TV has 
made a cottage industry of representing wealthy lifestyles, spotlight-
ing every one from the Kardashians to the “real” housewives to the 
 buyers and sellers of million- dollar real estate. Tabloid magazines 
trumpet the details of celebrities’ astronomically expensive destina-
tion weddings and vacations, complete with full- page photo spreads. 
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The mainstream media also portray wealthy people in this way. In 
2016, for example, both the New York Times and the New Yorker ran 
feature articles on the community of wealthy Chinese young people 
in Vancouver who, to judge from this reporting, are prone to drive 
Lamborghinis and buy gold- plated Apple watches for their dogs.20

The wealthy are often represented not only as status- seeking and 
lazy but also as morally deficient in terms of personality and behav-
ior. They are snobby, greedy, rude, braggy, and self- absorbed. Social 
psychological research based on experiments and widely reported 
in the press indicates that rich people are more unethical, more nar-
cissistic, less generous, more isolated, and generally less “pro- social” 
than other people.21 The word entitled is the catch- all critical term 
for this kind of selfhood. It is nearly always used as a dirty word, 
describing people with an illegitimate belief that they should get 
whatever they want because of who they are and/or that they can 
treat other people badly because they have money.22

Finally, representations of both lifestyle choices and personali-
ties cast the rich and famous as completely other, echoing F. Scott 
Fitzgerald’s famous dictum that “the rich are different from you and 
me.” By the same token, rich people are often represented as exotic, 
as if they live in another country or on another planet from “regular” 
people. Even relatively serious nonfiction books such as Richistan 
and Plutocrats reinforce this idea, even in their titles.23

Positive images of wealthy people do exist— especially of male 
entrepreneurs such as Bill Gates, Warren Buffett, and Steve Jobs. Yet 
these positive representations make the same point as negative ones: 
they reiterate the moral importance of hard work and the moral 
transgressiveness of elitism and excessive consumption (which has 
become, a century after Veblen, increasingly associated with wealthy 
women). Represented as hard workers who used their smarts to get 
ahead, good rich people are also often seen as minimalist consumers. 
Buffett, despite his billions, has famously lived since the 1950s in the 
same modest house in Omaha. Silicon Valley billionaires are known 
for their understated self- presentation (think of Jobs’s black mock 
turtleneck or Mark Zuckerberg’s gray sweatshirt).24 Gates, Buffet, 
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Zuckerberg, and others are also lauded for their significant philan-
thropic enterprises across the country and the globe. Possessing 
a down- to- earth affect is another plus; in 2004 George W. Bush, 
despite his own extraordinary wealth and exclusive upbringing, 
managed to paint his opponent for the presidency, John Kerry, as 
an elite snob, while representing himself as the guy voters could 
imagine themselves having a beer with.

So being wealthy is not always good. Even words such as well- off, 
wealthy, rich, affluent, privileged, and upper- class have negative con-
notations and are rarely used by wealthy people to describe them-
selves. More frequently, we hear euphemisms such as “comfortable,” 
“fortunate,” and the hefty but neutral- sounding phrase “high net 
worth individual” (abbreviated HNWI).25 In 2014 former first lady 
and secretary of state Hillary Clinton caused a minor scandal when 
she claimed that she and her husband were “dead broke” when they 
left the White House. She also contrasted herself with the “truly 
well- off,” who, she said, don’t pay “ordinary income taxes” and have 
not become wealthy “through dint of hard work.” These verbal mis-
steps reveal a deep discomfort with the idea of being wealthy in 
America. Clinton’s comments, contrary to what we might assume, 
actually indicate that she would rather be perceived as “dead broke” 
than “truly well- off.” And to be truly well- off, in her formulation, is 
to be a nonworking tax evader. Thus “real” rich people are morally 
compromised. Because Clinton pays taxes and works hard— despite 
her income of well over $100 million over the previous several 
years— she is not “really” rich. Whether one is wealthy in this con-
notative way is defined by how much moral integrity one has— not 
how much money.

In the past ten years, rich people have faced another symbolic 
challenge as economic inequality has emerged as a dominant issue 
on the national stage.26 The 2008 housing market collapse and the 
subsequent “Great Recession” brought economic struggles front and 
center. In 2011 the Occupy movement’s critique of “the 1 percent” 
dominated even the mainstream media. In 2014 French economist 
Thomas Piketty’s 700- page book on inequality became a bestseller 
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in the United States. Strikes by fast- food workers and prominent 
debates about raising the minimum wage to fifteen dollars per hour 
also put the spotlight on low- wage workers in this period. The 2016 
presidential campaigns of Bernie Sanders and Donald Trump, de-
spite their differences, kept outrage about economic disparities in 
the public eye. The language of class, especially the “working class,” 
appeared in political discourse often in the period both before and 
after Trump’s election. Public opinion critical of inequality has in-
creased since 2000 as perceptions of the possibility of upward mo-
bility have grown gloomier.27

I N V E S T I G AT I N G  A F F L U E N C E

Given these contradictory ideas about wealthy people, how do the 
beneficiaries of growing inequality feel about and manage their priv-
ilege? Although images of the wealthy proliferate in the media, we 
know very little about what it is like to be wealthy in the current 
historical moment. Contemporary scholarly accounts of elite ex-
perience are in short supply, due largely to the difficulty of gaining 
access to wealthy people. The few studies of elite consumption that 
do exist focus on its explicitly or implicitly competitive dimensions, 
whether they embody Veblenian conspicuous consumption or other 
forms of social distinction.28 Other research on elite lifestyles looks 
at how privileged people maintain and reproduce their privilege 
through social closure in elite clubs and elsewhere.29 Researchers are 
skeptical of allusions to hard work, interpreting them mainly as shal-
low justifications.30 Although scholars in recent years have stressed 
the importance of morality in the study of social class, they have 
theorized moral values primarily as another basis for exclusion.31

Research on class that foregrounds the lived experience of par-
ticipants themselves, what Diane Reay has called “the psychic land-
scape of social class,” has focused mainly on poor or working- class 
people or on the middle class.32 Comparative studies of aspects of 
daily life such as parenting tend not to look at classes higher than the 
broad “middle” or occasionally the “professional middle.”33 Perhaps 
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the only study analogous to mine is Susan Ostrander’s 1984 book 
Women of the Upper Class. Ostrander interviewed thirty- six women 
in an unnamed city who met one or more of the classic criteria of 
upper- class membership: being listed in the Social Register,34 be-
longing to exclusive clubs, or having attended elite prep schools. She 
talked with them about their lives as wives, mothers, and volunteers 
and argued that despite their gender subordination, these women 
played a key role in the reproduction of an upper- class lifestyle and 
community.35

However, the composition of U.S. elites has changed significantly 
since Ostrander conducted her research nearly four decades ago. In 
that period, as in most of the twentieth century, the upper class was 
exclusive and homogenous, dominated by old- money families such 
as the Rockefellers and Astors, the WASP elite chronicled (and so 
named) by sociologist E. Digby Baltzell.36 Elite college and profes-
sional education were typically closed to all but white men; wealthy 
women rarely worked for pay. Social status was largely inherited, and 
the old elite looked down on newcomers. In the past few decades, 
in contrast, elites in the United States have become more diverse 
in terms of race, ethnicity, religion, and class of origin.37 The Social 
Register has fallen into obscurity. The postwar opening of higher 
education, especially in elite institutions, to people besides elite 
WASP men was a major catalyst for this shift.38 Globalization has 
also both helped create a more diverse upper class and generated a 
need for upper- class people to be able to navigate diverse cultures.39 
Importantly, not only the composition but the outlook of elites in 
the United States has changed, from a view that accepted inherited 
status as legitimate to one that stresses meritocratic achievement 
through hard work and cultural openness to a diverse world.40

Given the rise of this belief in meritocracy as well as increased 
and increasingly visible economic inequality in the context of contra-
dictory discourses about wealth, I wanted to know how elite  people 
would talk about questions of privilege and lifestyle. I wasn’t seek-
ing their opinions or attitudes about social class or inequality, like 
those we might find on a survey, but rather investigating what it 
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felt like to be wealthy in this historical moment. As noted earlier, I 
thought looking at consumer decisions would be one avenue into 
this experience.

New York is an ideal place to explore these issues. It is a “global 
city” in which finance and related industries are concentrated. In-
deed, astronomical compensation in these industries, the low- wage 
service jobs they generate,41 and city development strategies favor-
ing the rich have made New York the most unequal large city in the 
United States,42 creating a situation Mayor Bill De Blasio has labeled 
an “inequality crisis.”43 In 2014 the gap between the poorest and the 
wealthiest in Manhattan was the largest in the country, as the aver-
age earnings of the top 5 percent were more than eighty- eight times 
those of the bottom 20 percent.44 New York’s levels of residential 
segregation by income as well as race are also among the highest 
in the nation.45 As more wealthy professionals have stayed in the 
city rather than move to the suburbs, real estate prices have shot 
up. Many neighborhoods, especially in Manhattan and Brooklyn, 
have gentrified rapidly, pushing nonwealthy people farther into the 
outer boroughs. Issues of wealth and inequality are also extremely 
visible in the city. It is where the Occupy movement first appeared 
in the United States in 2011. Activists took over Zuccotti Park, in the 
heart of the financial district, thrusting these issues into the public 
spotlight. Finally, Manhattan is the backdrop for many of the most 
dominant images of the morally suspect wealthy, from the “Primates 
of Park Avenue”46 to the “wolves of Wall Street.”47

But who counts as “elite”?48 As I discuss further in the appen-
dix, defining elites is complicated. It is tempting to think of wealthy 
people as only the ones we see talked about in the media. But these 
representations tend to feature the super-wealthy, those in the top 
.1 percent or above. We might, instead, choose the top 1 percent, 
a definition often used in scholarly analysis and popularized by 
Occupy. The political focus on this category, through the slogan 
“We are the 99%,” brought attention to inequality in a powerful 
way. But it also homogenized the 99 percent rather than acknowl-
edging differences between, say, the top 2 percent and the bottom 
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50 percent.49 Noting some of these issues, Lauren Rivera has ad-
vocated defining elites as the top 20 percent because of this group’s 
educational advantages.50

I chose to start my study by seeking participants with annual 
household incomes of $250,000, which is in the top 5 percent in 
New York City.51 I also decided to look for people in their thirties 
and forties who had children, as I believed that such people would 
be especially likely to be making important lifestyle decisions such 
as buying homes and choosing schools. I wanted to talk with both 
inheritors and earners of wealth. And I wanted to make sure to in-
clude people of color as well as gays and lesbians to investigate their 
underrepresented perspectives on these questions. In general, I was 
seeking a range of perspectives rather than a representative sample, 
as I discuss in the appendix. I found participants primarily through 
my own social networks, using snowball sampling; I located a few 
through nonprofit organizations oriented toward progressives with 
wealth.52 After interviewing ten or fifteen participants recruited on 
the basis of different lifestyle decisions, I narrowed the focus to those 
engaged in home renovation, which combined aesthetic, familial, 
and financial elements and seemed like a clear place to start.

I ultimately interviewed fifty parents in forty- two households 
(including both members of eight couples).53 Most families had two 
or three children, usually under 10 years old. Annual incomes across 
the group ranged from $250,000 to over $10 million; the range of 
assets was $80,000 to over $50 million. Most households (thirty- six, 
or 86 percent) had incomes of over $500,000 per year, assets of over 
$3 million, or both. About half earned over $1 million annually and/
or had assets of over $8 million. The median household income of the 
sample was about $625,000, which is twelve times the New York City 
median of about $52,000.54 The estimated median net worth was 
$3.25 million compared to $77,000 in the United States as a whole 
in 2010 and $126,000 in 2007.55 About half had earned their primary 
assets; 25 percent had inherited the majority of their wealth (from $3 
million to over $50 million); the remaining 25 percent both earned 
income of at least $400,000 per year and had inherited significant 
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assets. Most were what Shamus Khan calls “new elite” in that they 
believe in diversity, openness, and meritocracy rather than status 
based on birth.56 Even most of the inheritors of wealth were not 
from old- money families, having gained their wealth in the previous 
generation or two.

Those I interviewed lived in Manhattan, Brooklyn, or the nearby 
suburbs (all those in the suburbs had lived in the city before hav-
ing children). About three- fourths were women. About 80 percent 
were white; the rest were South Asian, Asian American, African 
American, or mixed- race. About one- fifth identified as gay or les-
bian. Fifteen interviewees had grown up at least partly in New York 
City or in the surrounding suburbs; the remainder hailed from all 
over the country except for a few who had been born outside the 
United States. All were college- educated, nearly exclusively in elite 
institutions. Two- thirds had earned advanced degrees, most often 
MBAs but also JDs, MAs in various fields, and PhDs.57 They worked 
or had worked in finance, corporate law, real estate, advertising, 
academia, nonprofits, the arts, and fashion. Eighteen had left their 
full- time jobs to take care of children.58

These well- educated New Yorkers tended to share three char-
acteristics. First, they had high levels of cultural capital. They were 
worldly and culturally curious. They enjoyed the arts and liked to 
travel; most said they valued experience more than material goods. 
Second, like most New Yorkers, they were politically liberal relative 
to their class.59 (My sampling strategy also likely generated especially 
liberal and progressive respondents.) Most identified as Democrats, 
although a few located themselves to the left of the Democratic 
Party. Yet several voted Republican or independent or were married 
to Republicans, and many were economically conservative even if 
they voted Democratic. Finally, most were not especially religious. 
Slightly over half the people I talked with had been raised Catholic or 
Protestant; about one- third had been raised Jewish; the remainder 
practiced some other religion or combined Jewish and Christian tra-
ditions. Only about ten families, however, were seriously observant 
or regularly attended religious services.
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In the course of this research I visited all kinds of homes: sub-
urban houses, spacious urban apartments (often renovated to com-
bine two or three original units), Manhattan townhouses, Brooklyn 
brownstones, and second homes in the Hamptons and Connecti-
cut. Some were traditionally decorated, with antique furniture and 
spaces for formal entertaining; others were modern, marked by sleek 
lines and stark angles; still others were comfortable country homes 
surrounded by outdoor space. A few featured furniture designed by 
famous makers or valuable contemporary art. I conducted inter-
views in open kitchens, often outfitted with white Carrara marble 
or handmade tiles; at handcrafted dining tables; or on back decks 
in city gardens. I poked into bathrooms with soaking tubs or steam 
showers, living rooms decorated in palettes of gold or white, bed-
rooms with expansive views of the city or the river, and brightly 
decorated children’s playrooms.

It was striking to me how customized these homes were and how 
deeply these homebuyers and renovators had thought about their 
lifestyles and their families as they considered what they needed and 
wanted in their living spaces. They talked about having to decide 
whether to have a separate dining room, whether their kids needed 
their own rooms or bathrooms, whether a stay- at- home mother 
needed an office. Where they lived was connected to a whole host of 
larger questions, including where they worked, where their children 
would go to school, and where they spent time on the weekends. 
They wanted to customize their homes aesthetically, too, seeking to 
express their individual styles through their choice of sofas, dining 
tables, wallpaper, faucets, paint colors, flooring, cabinets, appli-
ances, countertops, and so on.

But despite these differences, most of the people I talked with 
 described relatively similar lifestyles and consumption patterns. 
Nearly all had purchased at least one home, usually their primary 
residence; several had bought their homes outright or carried 
very small mortgages.60 About a third of these families owned or 
were actively shopping for second homes (or third homes, in a few 
cases). These parents had slightly older children, suggesting that 
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the purchase of additional homes occurs at least a little later in the 
parents’ lives. Several of those with younger children rented sum-
mer or weekend houses or used those of family members, and they 
seemed likely to buy additional homes in the future. As we might 
expect, given the focus on renovation in my recruitment, about 90 
percent had done significant renovation on an apartment or house 
or had built a primary or second residence from the ground up. 
Most children attended private schools, especially after sixth grade. 
Although their lifestyle choices varied according to whether they 
had incomes of $500,000 or $5 million, only the five or so families 
in the sample with the most limited resources (relative to the rest) 
had lifestyles significantly different from this one. I focus less on 
these families in this book.61

Maintaining these lifestyles requires a considerable amount of 
work. Among the heterosexual couples I studied, women usually 
had primary responsibility for the households, even when both 
partners worked for pay. As I will show in chapter 2, this “labor of 
lifestyle” involved extensive “consumption work,”62 including plan-
ning and buying most of what was needed for the household, from 
food to furniture; carrying out renovations; maintaining second 
homes; overseeing children’s care and education; and supervising 
and communicating with paid workers. Every household except one 
employed a housecleaner; all but one hired nannies or babysitters 
on a regular basis or had done so when their children were young. 
Some had also employed baby nurses, professional chefs, and per-
sonal assistants in their homes.

All my respondents had hired other expert service providers, 
including, for example, financial advisors, architects, interior de-
signers, real estate brokers, personal chefs, and personal assistants. 
I conducted thirty interviews with people in these and related 
occupations (such as personal concierges and art advisors). I was 
interested in talking with such “cultural intermediaries”63 because 
they facilitate their clients’ consumption choices; in fact, their labor 
makes these lifestyles possible. They also have extensive and intimate 
knowledge of their clients’ experiences of spending, accumulating, 
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and giving away money, and their accounts therefore complement 
those of the wealthy consumers.64

TA L K I N G  ( O R  N O T )  A B O U T  M O N E Y

Perhaps not surprisingly, given the American cultural taboo against 
discussing money and class, most of my respondents were uncom-
fortable talking about their incomes and assets.65 My first indicator 
of this reticence was an unusual difficulty finding people willing to 
participate in the project. As I describe in more detail in the appen-
dix, this challenge seemed connected to the centrality of the topic 
of spending to the project.

In the interviews, most people described themselves as reluctant 
to talk about money in any detail with anyone except their partners 
and sometimes other close family members. They described money 
as deeply private— “more private than sex,” in the words of one psy-
chotherapist I interviewed. When I questioned one very wealthy 
woman about her assets, she said “No one’s ever asked me that, 
honestly. . . . No one asks that question. So it’s up there with, like, ‘Do 
you masturbate?’ That’s just not something that people say.” When 
we talked outside, they kept their voices down so their neighbors 
wouldn’t hear; inside, some closed the door when the nanny was in 
the next room. Although most were ultimately fairly open with me, 
a few refused to answer certain kinds of questions, especially about 
specific amounts.66 Several women mentioned that they would not 
tell their husbands that they had spoken to me at all, saying, “He 
would kill me” or “He’s more private.”67 Linda, an academic whose 
husband had inherited wealth, believed there was too much stigma 
in “our culture” about discussing money. But she also refused to tell 
me her family’s net worth, saying “I don’t think I can really answer 
that, I’m sorry. I just feel like that’s too much and it’s too private for 
[her husband]. . . . I think he would hit the roof.”

I also got the strong sense from many people that they were 
underreporting their income and/or assets, whereas I never sus-
pected that they were exaggerating how much they had. Ursula, a 
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stay- at- home mother whose husband was a technology executive, 
was uncomfortable telling me her husband’s income. She asked, “Do 
we really have to get into that?” I offered, “You can give me a range.” 
She said, “A million plus.” Later in the interview, she corrected her-
self to say that her second home had cost $250,000 more than she 
had originally told me. Suspecting that she had underreported the 
income as well, I asked, half- joking, “So when you said ‘one- plus’ 
on the income, was it one plus . . . ten?” She laughed, and I asked, 
“One plus more than one?” She nodded. I said, “So, two plus?,” and 
she nodded again— signaling affirmation while literally maintain-
ing silence. Public records of home sales confirmed that others had 
quoted lower amounts to me than they had actually paid, while no 
one had inflated the purchase prices of their homes.

A few participants became extremely anxious about having 
shared financial information. One woman told me, speaking of 
her assets and home value, “I don’t think that anybody knows our 
pocketbook. Like, there’s nobody who knows how much we spend. 
I mean, you’re the only person I ever said those numbers to out 
loud. . . . I don’t say numbers to anybody, not my parents, nobody 
knows anything about anything. We try to be as discreet about it as 
possible.” After the interview she emailed me and asked me to call 
her; when I did, she voiced concern about confidentiality, asking me 
not to talk about where she lived or how much she and her husband 
had paid for their home because they could conceivably be identified 
using public data on home purchases in a particular neighborhood. 
(These concerns about confidentiality were so extreme that I have 
taken significant pains to avoid making it possible for anyone to iden-
tify my respondents, particularly the people who introduced them 
to me, as I describe in the appendix.)

Despite this discomfort, many of the people I interviewed also 
acknowledged that they thought about money and lifestyle issues 
constantly and discussed them often with their spouses. Beatrice, 
who worked in a nonprofit but had inherited wealth, said she and her 
husband talked about these subjects “every minute of every day that 
we’re not at work.” Some described sharing their money conflicts 
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with their therapists. Others admitted speculating about what their 
friends and neighbors earned and sometimes judging friends and 
family members for certain kinds of spending. By the same token, 
some said they enjoyed the interview because it allowed them to 
speak about these issues. It was “cathartic,” said Alice, a stay- at- home 
mother, “to talk about things that you are always thinking about.” 
Beatrice reflected at the end of the interview: “I’ve now told you 
everything that I even feel like is vaguely private about our lives.” 
She told me she’d have been more comfortable talking about her 
sex life. “But,” she added, “it’s a bit of a relief. It does feel a little bit 
like an unburdening. It’s, like, making all this stuff that you normally 
keep to yourself or between you and your intimate partner kind of 
tightly controlled, kind of letting it out and seeing it does not cause 
shock or horror.” As it turned out, these silences about money were 
closely connected to ambivalence about being wealthy.

T H E  A N X I E T I E S  O F  A F F L U E N C E

The wealthy women Susan Ostrander studied around 1980, who 
had been born mainly from 1900 to 1940, appeared comfortable 
with their class privilege. For the most part raised in a homoge-
nous wealthy community, they saw themselves as pillars of that 
community, publicly carrying out charitable works and preparing 
their children to follow in their upper- class footsteps by organizing 
their prep school educations and debutante parties. Ostrander sees 
this community participation as an attempt to justify their privilege, 
but she does not describe any significant conflict about their class 
advantages (although some felt constrained by their gender roles). 
In fact, these women saw themselves as “being better than other 
people,” expressing “a sense of moral, as well as social, superiority.”68 
They seem never to have mentioned any desire for diversity in their 
communities. Indeed, some were doubtful about or openly hostile 
to admitting nonwhite, non- Protestant people to their clubs.69

The New Yorkers I spoke with, in contrast, were much less com-
placent about their social advantages. As I have noted, I was surprised 
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at how many conflicts they expressed about spending. Over time, 
I came to see that these were often moral conflicts about having 
privilege in general. Some, like Scott and Olivia, talked about these 
struggles quite openly with me, while others were more indirect. As 
I discuss in detail in chapter 1, some of those I interviewed tended 
not even to think of themselves as socially advantaged because they 
were focused on others around them who had the same resources 
or more than they did. I call these people “upward- oriented,” while 
“downward- oriented” people, including Scott and Olivia, were more 
likely to see themselves as privileged. Downward- oriented people 
tended to have more economically diverse social networks and thus 
to compare their own lifestyles to a broader range of other possibil-
ities. Either way, the vast majority implicitly or explicitly indicated 
that they had some kind of moral concern about having wealth.

One way they addressed these conflicted feelings was to try to 
minimize the importance of privilege, or the privilege itself, by ob-
scuring it. Whether they were oriented upward or downward, nearly 
all my interviewees also observed the cultural norm of not talking 
about money with people besides their partners. Like Scott and 
Olivia, who were ambivalent about having visitors, they also some-
times wanted to avoid showing their wealth to those with less. They 
asserted that money didn’t influence how they thought about other 
people. And they believed that referring explicitly to their advan-
tages might make those with less feel bad. But they also acknowl-
edged that talking about their privilege made them feel vulnerable 
to negative judgments from others.70

Monica, who worked in real estate and had a household income 
of about $400,000, used this strategy of silence. She refused to tell 
me what her monthly expenses were, saying, “That’s not for you 
to know.” When I asked her to explain why she felt that way, she 
responded (slipping into the more distant second- person “you”), “I 
don’t think people need to know what you’re willing to spend, what 
you’re willing to do. I mean, some people think it’s crazy that we 
send our kids to private school. I don’t need to have to argue that.” 
She continued, “I do think people assume, or make assumptions, 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 2:27 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



22 |  Introduction

and create personalities of who you may or may not be, and what 
your choices are. And I think it is based on— a lot of it is financial.” 
She also said her spending “is not a value. It’s not a value about who 
I am, or what I am.” Monica, like many others, also said she treated 
all people with respect, regardless of their economic status.

For the people I talked with, these general norms of civility— not 
talking about money, not “showing off,” treating others as one wants 
to be treated— were also mechanisms for silencing and obscuring 
their own privilege, to others and sometimes to themselves. Follow-
ing the culturally prominent idea of classlessness, they opted for a 
kind of “blindness” to class difference analogous to the widespread 
(though problematic) ideal of race- blindness.71 These themes of si-
lence and visibility run through their accounts, as the rest of the 
book will show.

At the same time, however, my interviewees did recognize that 
they were privileged. So, although they were silent with others, 
they struggled with themselves over the question of how to be 
worthy of this privilege in a moral sense. In order to feel that they 
deserved their advantages, they tried to interpret themselves as 
“good people.” My reading of these efforts constitutes the core of 
this book.

My respondents’ narratives delineated three characteristics of 
“good people.” First, as I show in chapter 2, good people work hard. 
Across the board, these affluent parents described themselves as 
hard workers, drawing on general associations in American Dream 
ideology between work and worth.72 They valued self- sufficiency 
and productivity and rejected self- indulgence and dependence. 
Those who had earned their wealth wore their paid employment 
proudly, although they often felt anxious about the risk of losing 
their jobs. Those who had inherited wealth or did not currently work 
for pay resisted stereotypes of laziness or dilettantism and offered 
alternate narratives of themselves as productive workers.

Second, good people are prudent consumers. The consumption 
aspect of the Protestant ethic has become less prominent in con-
temporary discourses of meritocracy, which focus on work,73 but 
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it surfaced strongly in these accounts. It may be counterintuitive to 
associate wealthy New Yorkers with Puritans, whom we imagine as 
self- denying ascetics, when they have large homes full of material 
goods, travel widely, raise their children in comfort, and for the most 
part are not very religious. Yet, as I show in chapter 3, they described 
their desires and needs as basic and their spending as disciplined 
and family- oriented. They asserted that they “could live without” 
their advantages if they had to, denying that they were dependent 
on their comfortable lifestyles. They distanced themselves from the 
negative images of consumption often associated with the wealthy, 
such as ostentation, materialism, and excess— all markers of moral 
unworthiness. These interpretations allowed them to believe that 
they deserved what they had and at the same time to cast themselves 
as “normal” people rather than “rich” ones.

In these ways, good people are ordinary people, belonging sym-
bolically to the broad middle. The third requirement for being a good 
person— the obligation to “give back”— more explicitly recognizes 
privilege. But, as I discuss in chapter 4, this imperative meant dif-
ferent things to different people, which entailed publicly acknowl-
edging privilege to varying degrees. Often to “give back” meant to 
“be aware” of and “appreciate” their advantages rather than to take 
them for granted— an essentially private state of feeling. Many gave 
away money, and time as well, in charitable enterprises of various 
kinds. But these practices were marked by ambivalence over what 
it meant to identify and be visible as a wealthy person. Those who 
faced upward, who moved in relatively class- homogenous commu-
nities, were more likely to take for granted that they would play this 
kind of role. Those who were more “downward- oriented” were often 
more ambivalent.

As we will see throughout, for my respondents to be a “good 
person” was not to be “entitled.”74 Betsy, for example, was a man-
agement consultant turned stay- at- home mother with a household 
income of about $1 million. She said of her lifestyle, “I don’t think we 
feel entitled to it.” When I asked what she meant by “entitlement,” 
she said, “Feeling that you deserve it because you were born into it 
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or had the right education, and [that] it should be this way.” Monica, 
who worked with people much wealthier than she, said she would 
not want to “have the money they have, and be the ass that they 
are. . . . They’re just not nice people. And part of it is that they feel 
that they’re owed things because they either have money or they’re 
famous.”

Notably, being morally worthy and avoiding entitlement involve 
both behaving and feeling in particular ways. Practices of working 
hard, consuming prudently, and giving back are matched by affects of 
independence, modest desire, and appreciation rather than a feeling 
of being “owed things,” in Monica’s words. Yet it is not easy to adhere 
to all of these imperatives of merit or to interpret oneself as adhering 
to them, and the people I interviewed often struggled to do so. In 
chapter 5 I show how these struggles play out in couples. Partners 
look to each other for recognition of themselves as worthy workers 
and consumers, but they do not always find this recognition. They 
clash over what kinds of needs are legitimate, as Scott and Olivia 
did over their renovation. And they experience gendered conflicts 
over whether unpaid labor “counts” symbolically as a contribution 
to the family’s lifestyle.75

Finally, the parents I talked with want to pass these behaviors, 
feelings, and values on to their children. As I show in chapter 6, 
anxieties about children’s entitlement were especially prominent 
throughout my interviews. Parents want to raise nonmaterialistic, 
hard- working, nice people rather than, in Scott’s words, “lazy jerks.” 
Of course this desire is widespread among parents regardless of class. 
But for these affluent people the concern about entitlement harbors 
a deep contradiction. They want their children to see themselves as 
“normal” (and therefore just like everyone else) but also to appreci-
ate their advantages (which make them different from others). In the 
end, they instill and reproduce ideas about how to occupy privilege 
legitimately without giving it up— how to be a “good person” with 
wealth.

This book challenges two common ideas about the wealthy: one, 
that they are always engaged in a competitive struggle for status or 
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distinction, and two, that they are complacent about their privi-
lege. I also highlight their desire to be moral actors. My goal is not, 
however, simply to understand the experiences and perspectives of 
affluent people or to “humanize” them in the face of sensationalistic 
media representations. Instead, these ideas about what it means to 
be a good person with wealth matter, I argue, because they draw 
on and thus illuminate broadly held notions of what it means to be 
legitimately privileged. Illegitimate privilege means excess, ostenta-
tion, and entitlement. In contrast, legitimate privilege means being 
ordinary, down- to- earth, hard- working, and prudent.

These ideas are not unique to my respondents. Much the op-
posite, in fact; these ways of thinking about legitimacy and moral 
worth resonate, I contend, precisely because they constitute “com-
mon sense.”76 The fact that some people have much more than others 
comes to be taken for granted as long as those who benefit inhabit 
their privilege appropriately. It’s about what individual people do, 
how they feel, and who they are, not what they have. Even negative 
judgments of individual behavior are legitimations of wealth in gen-
eral. That is, judging “bad” wealthy people means “good” wealthy 
people can also exist. In the end, ironically, inhabiting privilege in an 
“unentitled,” morally worthy way actually legitimates entitlement.

As a result, it becomes hard to articulate a distributional critique 
rather than a behavioral one: that some people should not have so 
much while others have so little, regardless of how nice or hard-
working or charitable they are. Furthermore, the focus on individual 
behavior and affect also draws attention away from social processes 
that foster the unequal distribution of resources, including the de-
cline of public education and social welfare programs, employers’ 
assault on trade unions, and tax policy that favors the rich.77

VA R I E T I E S  O F  E X P E R I E N C E

Although all the people I interviewed wanted to be morally worthy, 
they described their emotions, conflicts, and choices in different 
ways. These variations seemed linked especially to class background 
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and upward mobility, the source of wealth (inherited or earned), 
occupation, and political stance. High earners, for example, were 
especially likely to talk about valuing self- sufficiency and to feel 
economically at risk, regardless of gender. Inheritors talked more 
about experiencing discomfort or guilt about their wealth— unless 
they were also earners. The microcultures of work and consumption 
in which respondents were embedded also mattered. Earners who 
lived in uptown Manhattan and in the suburbs, for example, tended 
to have less diverse social circles than those who lived downtown or 
in Brooklyn. I attend to these differences in various ways throughout 
the book, beginning with chapter 1, and return to them in the conclu-
sion. But it is impossible in this small and unrepresentative sample to 
see exactly how these many factors, which often work together, may 
“cause” certain kinds of orientations.78 More important than parsing 
the causes of differences, I believe, is to trace the common discourses 
about legitimate privilege that emerged in these conversations.

I did not see major, patterned differences among my interviewees 
on the basis of race and ethnicity. I believe this is not because such 
differences do not exist but because my sample of people of color 
was too small and too crosscut with other factors to reveal such ten-
dencies. A more systematic comparison by race with a larger number 
of interviewees of color might reveal patterned differences.79 I do 
discuss questions of race and ethnicity where they seem especially 
salient. Because of concerns about confidentiality, described in the 
appendix, I have chosen not to identify named respondents by race; 
where I discuss race and ethnicity I use separate pseudonyms or I do 
not name the interviewees. Readers should not assume that quoted 
respondents are white.

A  N O T E  O N  J U D G M E N T

As I have suggested, accounts of wealthy people’s consumption are 
often treated with voyeurism, skepticism, and moral judgment. It 
is easy to be fascinated by the details of my interviewees’ lifestyles, 
especially by the seemingly astronomical amounts they possess and 
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spend. And it is easy to feel suspicious of their accounts. Are they 
“really” working hard? Is their spending “actually” reasonable? Do 
they “truly” avoid display? Many of my respondents live in houses 
and apartments worth millions, own second homes, shop in expen-
sive stores, travel widely, fly first class, and/or pay for a wide variety 
of household and other services. Their children, for the most part, 
lack nothing material. They go to the best schools and receive his-
torically unprecedented amounts of adult attention from parents, 
tutors, therapists, coaches, and others.

I have seen such skepticism and judgment among people who 
have read parts of this work or heard me talk about it, and I have 
experienced them myself. Indeed, I sometimes find it tricky just to 
describe my subjects’ lifestyles and some of their comments without 
sounding disparaging, because we almost automatically attach value 
judgments to these choices. These reactions, I believe, come from the 
exact assumption I am trying to challenge: that rich people are un-
pleasant, greedy, competitive consumers. And to ask such questions 
about my interviewees, from my perspective, is to miss the point. The 
issue is that they want to be hard workers and prudent consumers. 
Whether they actually are is, for one, impossible to adjudicate, be-
cause definitions of hard work, excess, display, and so on are always 
relative. More important, attempting to determine the “truth” about 
wealthy people’s actions and feelings ensnares us in precisely the nor-
mative distinctions I am questioning. These classifications ultimately 
legitimate privilege by representing some rich people as “good” while 
others are “bad” rather than critiquing systems of distribution that 
produce inequality. My goal is to avoid this kind of orientation in 
favor of illuminating larger cultural processes of legitimation that are, 
in the main, taken for granted in the United States.

So I ask readers of this book to be aware of their evaluations of 
wealthy individuals as deserving or not and to consider how these 
assessments may in fact obscure critiques of resource distribution. If 
we did not see wealthy people as exotic or evaluate them as morally 
worthy or unworthy, how might we see them? And how might we 
then think about what it means to be deserving of privilege?
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ORIENTATIONS  
TO OTHERS

A S P I R I N G  T O  T H E  M I D D L E  O R 
R E C O G N I Z I N G  P R I V I L E G E

I interviewed Ursula in her spacious apartment on the Upper West 
Side, in a living room with a view of the Hudson River. Ursula is in 
her mid- forties, with two children and a husband who earns “two 
million plus” per year in his job as a high- level executive at a tech-
nology company. She has an MBA and a long work history in busi-
ness. But several years ago she left paid employment, with some 
ambivalence, when she could not find a meaningful part- time job. 
She now primarily takes care of her home and children, as well as 
volunteering at their private school. She and her husband employ a 
nanny/housekeeper/cook who works about forty hours each week. 
Their apartment, which they have renovated significantly, is worth 
approximately $4 million. They spend weekends at their house in 
the Hamptons, valued at over $1.5 million.

Despite these advantages, which place her well into the top 1 per-
cent, Ursula tends to situate herself primarily in relation to those 
who have more than she does. During the interview, Ursula char-
acterized her upbringing as “middle- class.” When I followed up by 
asking if she would describe herself now the same way, she said, 
“Yeah. You know, New York City, I feel like, no matter what you have, 
somebody has about a hundred times that.” She does not feel that she 
lacks for anything; when I ask what she would do if her household 
income suddenly doubled, she can only think of “marginal” items 
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such as improvements to the house in the Hamptons. And she does 
not express envy of people wealthier than she. Yet she is primarily 
oriented to people with as much as or more than she has, and she 
rarely talks about herself as privileged or explicitly expresses con-
flicts about it. Asked if she ever felt guilty about having more than 
other people, she responded, “No. Maybe there are more people 
that I know that have more, so, no.”

Contrast Ursula to Keith and Karen, a couple also in their forties, 
also with two kids, who, like Ursula’s, are around ten years old. Both 
Keith and Karen work, though Keith’s job as an academic brings 
in most of their $300,000 household income. Both have advanced 
degrees. They own a house worth over $1.2 million in a desirable 
neighborhood in Brooklyn. They were able to buy the house when 
they sold their first apartment, which they had bought with funds 
lent by Keith’s parents. They have assets of about $500,000 in re-
tirement and college savings, but they dipped into their “emergency 
savings” and took out a loan to pay for a recent renovation. They do 
not own a second home, and their children go to public school. They 
often worry about money.

Because Karen and Keith have significantly less income and 
fewer assets than Ursula and her husband, live in a more modest 
home, and send their kids to public school, we might expect that 
they would see themselves as less advantaged than she does. In fact, 
however, they were much more likely to talk about feeling privi-
leged, both relative to others in their social worlds and in general. 
Keith called the loan from his parents for their down payment “the 
ultimate white- person advantage.” Karen said, of the renovation, 
“We’re both horrified by how much money we make and that we 
even have to have these decisions. I mean, it’s ridiculous.” She wor-
ried that people they knew would see their renovation as “profli-
gate.” Keith said, “My feeling is it’s a bottomless pit, renovation and 
home improvement. And I think that six Chinese people are camp-
ing out in some one- bedroom hovel in Beijing right now. So, like, 
the notion that you ‘need’ something is all BS.” He characterized 
his kids as “living like kings two hundred years ago.” Made without 
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prompting from me, these comparisons invoked people with less 
rather than those with more.

As we have seen, the people I interviewed are objectively advan-
taged in terms of income and wealth. But like Ursula and Keith and 
Karen, they varied in terms of whether they talked about themselves 
as privileged and what kinds of feelings they expressed about it.1 Be-
cause privilege is always relative, their orientations had a lot to do 
with which kinds of other people they compared themselves to. Peo-
ple like Ursula, whom I call “upward- oriented,” downplayed their 
advantages by comparing themselves to others in a similar position 
or to those who had more. In fact, they were likely to locate them-
selves, implicitly and sometimes explicitly, “in the middle.” They 
tended to recognize privilege only indirectly, using euphemisms 
such as “lucky” or “fortunate.” They talked less about money unless 
I asked them directly about it, and they expressed fewer conflicted 
feelings about privilege per se. Instead, they talked more about feel-
ing anxious and at risk. I describe taking this stance as “aspiring to 
the middle.” “Downward- oriented” people like Keith and Karen, 
on the other hand, were more likely to describe themselves as priv-
ileged and to talk about people with less. They also talked more 
frankly about money and described struggling with feelings of dis-
comfort about their advantages.

These orientations were not set in stone. Many people used both 
upward-  and downward- oriented discourses over the course of our 
conversations, as I will show. And even when they seemed consis-
tently upward-  or downward- oriented, these stances might have 
had more to do with the conversational situation we were in than 
with some “permanent” orientation. Yet I did find patterns. Overall, 
those who openly recognized their privilege lived in more diverse 
worlds, both literally and imaginatively, than those who did not. 
They were more likely to have colleagues, friends, and/or family 
members from more varied backgrounds and with fewer resources. 
And they were usually more liberal or progressive politically, which 
made them more likely to have a structural understanding and cri-
tique of inequality.2 Upward- oriented people, in contrast, moved in 
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more homogenous social and family circles, had experienced less 
class mobility, and espoused more conservative politics (relatively 
speaking).

The one exception to this pattern was among women in the 
highest- earning families in my sample, those with household in-
comes of over $5 million per year and assets of over $20 million. 
These stay- at- home mothers described themselves as privileged even 
when they did not have especially liberal politics or diverse social net-
works. They were “upwardly mobile” in the sense that they had been 
raised upper- middle- class but were now much more wealthy than 
that. More important, I think, was that it was essentially impossible 
for them to face upward, simply because there were so few people 
above them. For the most part, however, income and assets were 
not correlated to whether people would face upward or downward.

We might imagine that upward- oriented people simply don’t no-
tice that they are privileged. Social-psychological research on rel-
ative advantage, though much less developed than that on relative 
deprivation, has suggested that people in advantaged groups may not 
recognize their advantages because they see their situation as “nor-
mal” or “neutral,” while the minority position stands out. The classic 
example of this tendency comes from studies of race and whiteness: 
white people’s experience tends to be seen as neutral, while that of 
people of color is seen as “exceptional.”3 But my interviewees are 
not in the numerical majority, as whites have historically been in the 
United States; nor is wealth analogous to whiteness, because it is not 
taken for granted in the way that whiteness is. “Middle- class” status 
and cultural capital, as opposed to “working- class” status, are often 
taken for granted, but wealth is not. Furthermore, as I have noted, 
the people I spoke with live in or just outside the most unequal city 
in the United States at a moment when economic disparities are 
especially prominent. And of course downward- oriented people do 
recognize and talk openly about their privilege relative to a wide 
range of others, indicating that it can be visible.

So, I argue, it is not that the advantages of upward- oriented peo-
ple are actually mysterious to them. Instead, like Hillary Clinton 
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defining herself as “dead broke,” they are working hard to avoid 
defining themselves as privileged. Rather than trying to include 
themselves in exclusive categories of those who have more, they 
try, interpretively, to have less. In fact, by framing themselves as 
“in the middle” they try to attach themselves to the morally worthy 
category of the “middle class.” At least to some extent, I suggest, 
these self- interpretations deflect conflicts they feel about having 
more than others.4 Instead of making them feel worse, as theories 
of relative deprivation might suggest,5 seeing themselves as having 
less actually makes them feel better. Downward- oriented people are 
more willing to acknowledge their conflicted feelings openly. As we 
will see in later chapters, however, people in both categories care 
about inhabiting their privilege in a morally worthy way.

L O O K I N G  U P WA R D  F R O M  T H E  “ M I D D L E ”

Like Ursula, the people who tended to situate themselves “in the 
middle” typically shared several characteristics. First, they or their 
spouses earned all or a significant portion of their income rather than 
inheriting it. Some also had family wealth, but their incomes from 
earnings were significant and seemed likely to cover most of their 
expenses. They worked (or had worked, in the case of stay- at- home 
mothers) mainly in finance, business, real estate, or corporate law— 
fields in which incomes are typically quite high. Second, their friends 
were relatively similar to them. A few said they desired more diverse 
social circles, but they tended to be talking about occupational rather 
than socioeconomic diversity— for instance, businesspeople wished 
they had more friends who worked in the arts. Finally, they were also 
likely to identify as Republicans or more conservative Democrats. 
Most called themselves socially liberal and economically conserva-
tive. And all who talked about tax increases on wealthy people were 
opposed to them.

Like Ursula, upward- oriented people described New York City as 
an environment in which they were not especially privileged. Maya 
was an attorney turned stay- at- home mother, married to a corporate 
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lawyer, with an income of over $2 million. She told me, for example, 
“I don’t think of us as really wealthy or not really wealthy. I think 
part of it is if you take where we are and you put us in Spokane, we’re 
actually really wealthy. But if you put us in New York, we’re just— in 
our circle, we’re fine. I mean, there are all the bankers that are heads 
and heels, you know, way above us.” Maya uses the reference to 
those with more to frame herself as not having that much and casts 
herself as essentially the same as the people she socializes with (“our 
circle”)— who were primarily her husband’s business associates and 
their families.

These people sometimes characterized themselves explicitly as 
“in the middle” when referring to those above them. Helen was a 
stay- at- home mother who had worked in banking and was married 
to a lawyer, with a household income of over $2 million and assets I 
estimate at well over $8 million, including two homes. She told me, 
“I feel like we’re somewhat in the middle, in the sense that there are 
so many people with so much money. They have private planes. They 
have drivers. They have all these things. . . . You know, money makes 
everything easier. It makes it easier for you to do much more, actu-
ally. And, you know, we don’t have that luxury in that way.” Helen’s 
focus here is on the privilege she lacks rather than the advantages she 
has; although she is not complaining, she is situating herself relative 
to a particular set of others.

Willa worked in advertising and, with her husband, garnered a 
$2 million annual household income. They and their children lived in 
a brownstone worth about $5 million, and she came from a wealthy 
family. When I asked if she felt either privileged or underprivileged rel-
ative to others in her life, she responded: “No. There are always going 
to be people who make more money than we do. And there are people 
who don’t make as much money as we do. And, you know, we found 
what works for us, and we’re happy with it. I mean, we were joking 
the other day, when we played the Powerball. And it’s like, nothing 
would change. You know? I mean, we’re happy with this house. You 
know. We have everything that we need. Our life is not going to change 
if we win the Powerball.” Willa also told me, of her kids’ position in 
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their private school, “You know, they’re right in the middle. There 
are people [at the school] who have much more money than they do, 
and there are people who have less money than they do.” Willa seems 
less dissatisfied than Helen. But both women exaggerate the ratio of 
the people above them to those below. Helen looks up and sees “so 
many” people with more; Willa creates an equivalence between those 
above and those below. (Notably, Willa also frames social disparities 
as permanent, something that will “always be.”)

I asked Allison, a nonprofit lawyer turned stay- at- home mother in 
her forties, how her current lifestyle compared to the one she grew 
up with. She told me, “You know, I’m definitely much more affluent. 
But I still feel middle- class.” She described her father’s managerial 
job and her parents’ household income, when she was growing up, 
as about $120,000 (itself well above the median at the time). She 
said, “We didn’t take any vacations. We never went anywhere.” This 
sounded very different from her current household income of about 
$3 million and two family vacations a year (plus millions in assets 
and real estate). I asked, echoing what she had said, “And so you 
feel like now it’s more affluent, but it’s still middle- class?” She re-
sponded: “We’re definitely middle- class. In New York City, and in 
that school community, we’re def— we’re— yeah. I feel like— yeah. 
Upper- middle- class.” I read Allison’s hesitant shift from “middle- ” 
to “upper- middle- class” as a result of her desire to define herself 
as middle- class, combined with recognizing that she can’t quite do 
that, given the obvious differences between her childhood lifestyle 
and her current one. To support her interpretation, she invokes both 
her kids’ private school and the New York context.

Other upward- oriented people similarly characterized them-
selves as in the middle, often implicitly, by framing their environ-
ments in particular ways. Zoe is a stay- at- home mother with an MBA 
and a household income of at least $1 million, plus family wealth, 
whose home is worth over $3 million. She told me “New York is 
a bubble. Everyone that can afford to live here is pretty well off. 
So you don’t see the downside. Even the [parents of ] kids that are 
going to the schools that we’re sending our kids to. They’re able to 
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pay forty grand a year to send their kid to school, which is crazy. So 
you don’t see the underprivileged. . . . It’s sad, but it’s kind of like 
the out- of- sight, out- of- mind thing, where you don’t think about 
it in your— everyone’s so busy that you don’t think about it.” Zoe’s 
comment makes clear that the people she is most aware of are those 
who are most similar to her, as she conflates “everyone” in New York 
with the “pretty well off.” Her idea that “you don’t see the under-
privileged” is also notable given that nearly everyone with whom she 
is likely to come into casual contact is less well off than she, raising 
questions about whom Zoe chooses both to “see” and to define as 
“underprivileged.” Zoe does not locate herself as “in the middle” 
because she says she is “pretty well off.” Yet she classifies those who 
are not pretty well off as “the underprivileged,” which does situate 
her, in a sense, in the middle.

I found Zoe’s view especially intriguing because, as we talked 
in her apartment, her housekeeper was working in the next room, 
offering living proof that not everyone in New York was “pretty well 
off.” So I asked Zoe if she thought about these issues in relation to the 
housekeeper and the nanny she employed. She responded, “We treat 
them very well,” by which she meant paying them generously, al-
lowing them days off, and giving them used clothing that Zoe would 
otherwise donate elsewhere. She said, “For sure, with them, I take it 
into account that they’re seeing our lifestyle. And I think it’s not fair 
to try to demand— I want them to be happy.” Zoe knows she is priv-
ileged in relation to her domestic employees, and that matters to her 
to a certain extent, particularly because these individual women “see 
[her] lifestyle” (rather than because they belong to a larger group 
of less privileged people). She sees them because they see her. But 
she is not hyperaware of or conflicted about the inequality between 
herself and her employees in the way that others I introduce later 
are. Instead Zoe uses a “maternalistic” approach, which positions 
her as a “benefactor” and does not challenge inequalities between 
domestic workers and their employers.6

As noted in the introduction, Monica is a real estate agent mar-
ried to an advertising executive, with a household income of about 
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$400,000. She told me of herself, her family, and her community of 
friends, “In New York, we’re middle- income.” She alluded almost 
immediately not to their actual income but to their consumption, 
saying, “None of us are ostentatious. None of us have big, fancy 
cars.” Here “middle- income” signals a spending style, not a dollar 
amount. Later she described her family’s lifestyle as follows: “I live 
modestly, I mean, I don’t have jewels. . . . There’s no flash. We’re just 
normal. I mean, in my world, it’s not flashy. To somebody that lives 
in a trailer park, I don’t know. But we live a fairly simple life.” She 
described the family’s evening routine of having dinner, helping kids 
with homework, watching TV, and going to sleep. As we will see in 
chapter 3, it was common for my interviewees to allude, as Monica 
did, to a family life that is “just normal,” comprising household habits 
that any family might have.

Notably, Monica does compare herself to those below her, by 
mentioning “somebody that lives in a trailer park.” With this allu-
sion, she casts herself as privileged, but only vis- à- vis people much 
poorer than she. Her rhetoric acknowledges disparity, but because 
a trailer park is a common signifier of poverty, it presents the dis-
parity as between the middle (Monica) and the poor rather than as 
between the wealthy and the middle. And trailer parks are rare, if 
not unknown, in New York City. This trope of poverty thus becomes 
even further removed from anyone Monica might see in her daily 
life, although she could have invoked any number of poor people 
closer to home, from domestic workers in her own apartment to 
the homeless people one sees every day on New York streets. She 
also could have cast herself as privileged relative to those who are 
not poor but still have less than she does. Such a category would 
include, for example, most if not all the service workers she comes 
into contact with on a given day, including those who sell her food 
and clothes and educate her children.

Justin, who had assets over $10 million and a household income 
of about $400,000, made a similar interpretive move that classified 
those with less as those with much, much less. He reframed the 
comparison group when he said: “I think everyone, myself included, 
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in this nation, is obscenely rich compared to other countries. I’ve 
seen a lot of the country. . . . The poorest guy in America’s still one 
of the richest around. Still has a car, a house. You know, people in 
Africa, they don’t. They never will have a car. So from that sense [I 
feel privileged]. But do I say and think daily, ‘This guy walking down 
the street’s poorer than me?’ No.” By focusing on basic needs, such 
as a house and a car, Justin interprets Americans as more similar 
to each other than they are to “people in Africa” and implies that 
differences above this basic standard are less important. All of these 
forms of recognizing advantage tend to spotlight only the radically 
disadvantaged, thus eliding the significant difference between those 
who are aspiring to the middle and those in the actual middle of the 
income distribution.

I noted previously that most upward- oriented interviewees de-
scribed socializing with people of the same economic means. When 
they talked about exceptions to this tendency, they usually pointed 
to people they spent time with who had more, not less. Talia, whose 
husband earned about $500,000 annually in finance, said her friends 
were in the same financial situation as she was, except for a few “in 
a whole different stratosphere” of wealth. Alexis was a stay- at- home 
mother with a household income around $500,000 and assets over 
$5 million. Asked if her friends shared her lifestyle, Alexis told me, 
“I have a few friends who have, you know, quite a bit more money. 
But nothing too extravagant, like, movie star famous. But [most are], 
you know, similar. Still working hard, but have made enough money 
that they can have two homes.” To “see” only the wealthier people 
when thinking about their social circle is another way of establishing 
themselves as “not really” wealthy. Alexis also contrasts herself and 
the majority of her friends with those who have more by referring 
to “still working hard”— that is, not having enough to stop working.

By the same token, several of those I interviewed also faced up-
ward by suggesting that real affluence meant not having to think 
about money at all.7 Because they did have to think about it, they 
were, implicitly or explicitly, not affluent. Maya told me, for exam-
ple: “I don’t feel like I can go do whatever I want to do at a store 
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or something. I still think about all of my purchases. I still think 
about the children, how much money we spend on things.” Talia, 
similarly, said she felt as if she and her husband were “fortunate, but 
[we] can’t go off the rails.” She said she hoped to be able to live a 
comfortable life if they saved enough, which she said was necessary 
because they would not be receiving money from their parents. As 
I show in chapter 3, most of my subjects did not chafe against these 
limits but rather used them to show that they were prudent as well 
as not “really” wealthy.

We might expect those oriented to others with the same as or 
more than they have to express feelings of covetousness or envy, to 
feel relative deprivation vis- à- vis those with more. But when I heard 
this kind of envious talk, which was relatively rare, it often seemed to 
come from anxiety and insecurity about their own financial situation 
rather than from a generalized materialism or status competition.8 
This feeling colored my respondents’ sense of social advantage. Im-
mediately after saying, “I feel like we’re somewhat in the middle,” 
Helen told me:

I feel like we’re well- off. I mean, I feel like— don’t get me wrong. 
I feel like we do very well, and all of that. But I feel like we can’t 
take it for granted, either. You know, because it’s a slippery slope. 
You can easily slip into kind of being irresponsible with your 
money, or— not irresponsible, but just even in terms of borrow-
ing to buy a house. . . . I mean, you know, all of the money we 
have, we made. Right? And I think it’s just stressful, you know, 
the lifestyle we lead, we borrow to buy things. . . . And it’s scary 
to live with that risk. And he’s working now, and doing well. But, 
you know, the jobs are very intense. It’s very up- or- out. If things 
don’t go well, you can’t really reduplicate your income.

Here Helen acknowledges her privilege very briefly, alluding vaguely 
to “all of that.” Risk looms much larger in her account. Respondents 
like Helen, who depended on a single earner and had minimal in-
herited wealth, tended to be especially anxious. Several spoke of 
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becoming more careful with money during the economic crisis that 
started in 2008.

Although the fear some of these interviewees expressed felt real 
to me, it also seemed to help deflect a sense of privilege that they 
might otherwise be uncomfortable with. I saw this link between 
denial of and discomfort with privilege most clearly in my conver-
sations with two African American women. In approaching them 
for the interview, I used the word “affluent” explicitly. I had avoided 
this word previously because I imagined it would trigger people’s 
sensitivity to talking about money. But Kelly, the friend who had 
promised to introduce me to the first interviewee, didn’t think she 
would have any problem with this word. Kelly thought Pam (the 
interviewee)9 and others in her circle were “proud” of their social 
status. She told me that when she had spent time with them they 
were always talking about their renovations and other elements of 
their lifestyle.

I thought I should follow Kelly’s advice because she knew Pam 
and her friends quite well. I also thought “affluent” sounded better 
than “wealthy” and was less likely to provoke a negative response.10 
As it turned out, however, this was not such a good move. Pam 
brought up the issue of affluence— alluding to my email— before I 
had even turned on my digital recorder. Despite her household in-
come of over half a million dollars, she said, “I don’t feel affluent.” 
When I asked why, she said, “Well, because affluent feels like, free 
of money worries, in a way. You know? And it’s just, in New York, if 
you’ve gone down the path of saying, ‘I’m going to educate my kids 
in private schools’—  you know, theoretically, you’re doing well. But 
it’s a big commitment.” Later Pam described herself as part of the 
“middle tier” at her child’s private school. Describing a luxurious 
home where her daughter had gone for a play date, she said, “See, 
in this context, we don’t feel affluent. At all.”

In these comments Pam primarily described a feeling of financial 
insecurity and located herself in the middle. But eventually it became 
clear that she also felt uncomfortable with the idea of being affluent. 
She had been raised working- class, and her parents were active in 
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fair housing and civil rights struggles. She attributed her discomfort 
with wealth to this background, saying, “It took me a while to shake 
this off. I mean, I think we grew up with this sense of distrust for rich 
people. So I had to work to get over that.” At the end of the inter-
view, she told me she and her husband had gotten into a fight about 
whether they were part of the 1 percent. Although their income put 
them well into this group, she was relieved to hear that the cutoff for 
the 1 percent in terms of wealth was beyond their assets of about $2 
million. Pam’s reaction highlights the way the cultural emphasis on 
and critique of “the 1 percent” can obscure privilege, as I noted in 
the introduction; if Pam does not have to think of herself as in this 
category, she can claim, at least to herself, that she is not privileged.

Around the same time I also interviewed Beverly, whose house-
hold income was about $2.5 million; she and her husband owned as-
sets of several million dollars, plus two homes carrying only minimal 
mortgages. Yet she was so uncomfortable with my use of the word 
“affluent,” she told me, that she had almost canceled the interview. 
She said, “ ‘Affluent’ is relative. . . . I have friends that just went away 
[on vacation]. . . . They went on a private plane. So it’s a relative 
term. I mean, I have lots of friends that— most of my friends don’t. 
But I’m just saying, there are those. You know. And so, I don’t know 
if affluent’s the right word [to describe me]. That’s affluence.” As a 
way of not interpreting herself as affluent, Beverly keeps her eye on 
others who have more rather than on the reality that “most of [her] 
friends don’t” have private planes. She also said, again invoking the 
local context, “Maybe in Denver, I might be considered affluent. But 
I don’t know if in New York, affluence would be the word. That’s my 
opinion.”

Indeed it became clear that Beverly was quite uneasy with her 
social advantages. She first characterized herself as “uncomfortable 
talking about money. In any way, shape, or form.” She recognized her 
discomfort with her own privilege in particular when she said, “But 
another uncomfortable thing is, when you talk about 1 percenters, 
we are in the 1 percent. End of story.” Then, in a classic example of 
comparing oneself to those above, she went on, “The very, very 
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bottom, probably, of the 1 percent. Like, the disparity between the 
bottom of the 1 percent and the top of the 1 percent is huge. So I can 
imagine why all the 99 percent thinks it’s so much. You know? But 
there’s a huge disparity between the top, and the people on top. So, 
it’s not real. It’s not real, that ‘affluent’ term. It’s— it’s— I mean, we’re 
not struggling to eat. We’re not struggling to go on vacation, we’re 
not struggling to clothe our children. But it’s not a real term.” Beverly 
is working hard to get over her discomfort. She acknowledges her 
privilege but quickly discounts it, primarily by focusing on the gulf 
between herself and those above her. She portrays those with less 
as “struggling to eat.” Like Monica’s reference to the “trailer park” or 
Zoe’s reference to the “underprivileged,” this frame situates Beverly 
as not- poor rather than as rich.

In fact, Beverly explicitly identified two strategies for dealing 
with her discomfort vis- à- vis her more economically diverse African 
American community. On the one hand, she didn’t talk about it. She 
told me, referring to her parents and siblings, “I tend not to talk to 
my family about . . . money. Because the money stuff is kind of out-
rageous. It’s New York, too. And the amounts just sound outrageous 
and unfair. It sounds outrageous. I mean, how can I tell someone 
how much private school costs, when that might be [their] income? 
So, you try not to discuss those things.”

On the other hand, she said (using the more distant second per-
son “you”), “Because I’m uncomfortable about it, you have to be 
kind of unapologetic about [the fact that] there are going to be peo-
ple that have some more means, and people that have less. And you 
can’t be apologetic for it. You just can’t. You still feel uncomfortable.” 
In order to avoid being “apologetic,” she has to rely on two ideas. 
The first is that there is an equivalence between those above her 
and those below, which puts her in the middle. The second is the 
idea (also articulated by Willa) that these inequalities are immutable, 
which implies that they don’t have anything specific to do with her. 
This is just the way it is, which means there is nothing she can do 
about it, and she is absolved of any moral responsibility. (I discuss 
this viewpoint further in chapter 4.)
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My unwise use of the word affluence ultimately led Pam and 
Beverly to describe fairly explicitly how their upward orientation 
is linked to a feeling of discomfort about privilege. Race may play 
a role here. The African Americans I spoke with had racially and 
economically diverse networks; their white friends were usually af-
fluent, whereas their African American friends and family ran the 
gamut.11 As I’ve mentioned and will discuss further, having a more 
diverse network seemed to be correlated with a greater awareness 
of privilege across my sample. Ties to African American friends and 
family in other classes, and also the sense of being a small minority 
among the wealthy, could provoke the discomfort that Beverly talks 
about. On the other hand, other African Americans in the sample 
described feeling proud of their upward mobility; and, as Kelly in-
dicated, in conversations with their friends even Pam and others 
like her were quite comfortable talking about the trappings of their 
privileged lives. I suspect that they express different feelings at dif-
ferent moments, all of which can be “true.”

In any case, I believe that many of the other people described 
in this section, regardless of race, would also have resisted explic-
itly describing themselves as “affluent”— let alone “wealthy” or 
“rich”— if I had used that language in recruiting them. For exam-
ple, I suspected that Nicole, a photographer, had inherited wealth. 
But in the first half of our conversation, she repeatedly downplayed 
her affluence. She told me she struggled to pay her kids’ private- 
school tuition, explained her mother’s having an expensive home 
by saying she had had it forever, and talked about not being able to 
afford certain changes she’d have liked to make in her home reno-
vation. She did not mention having an inheritance. After an hour 
or so, I just had to tell her I was confused and ask more directly 
about her financial situation than I normally would have at that 
point. Even after coming clean about her inheritance (about $2.5 
million), her household income (over $400,000), and her home 
value (over $2 million), she still tended to differentiate herself from 
people she knew— mostly other parents from her kids’ school— who 
were “ really” rich.
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Nicole also framed her inheritance as her “nest egg,” emphasizing 
that her family lived on her husband’s salary. She told me, “I don’t 
feel like we lead the life we do because of the family money, that 
the kids would not be able to go to private school without [it]. We 
could swing that.” In reality, her parents were paying for the private 
school, and she and her husband did not have to save money, thanks 
to her inherited assets. But it was important to her not to “need” 
the inherited wealth to sustain their current lifestyle. She thus casts 
herself, as I discuss further in chapter 3, as “normal” vis- à- vis those 
with more rather than advantaged vis- à- vis those with less.

Moral anxieties around privilege and a desire to keep it unspoken 
also emerged when I asked these respondents about their political 
views, especially in the way they talked about President Obama’s 
critiques of Wall Street. Several people I spoke with said they (and/
or their partners) had voted for Obama in 2008 but were reluctant 
(or had refused) to do so again in 2012, less because they liked Rom-
ney than because they were angry at Obama. I initially imagined 
that this anger had to do with Obama’s tax proposals (especially 
the proposal to let the Bush tax cuts for households earning over 
$250,000 expire), because such a change would have affected their 
incomes. But they talked mainly about the symbolic dimension of 
the proposal, indicating that Obama had transgressed by simply 
talking about inequality. Maya, for example, appreciated Obama’s 
healthcare initiative. But, she said, “I think his economic policy and 
the ways that he talks about people that make a lot of money, I don’t 
like that. I think it’s wrong, and I think he’s creating a divide.” More 
than disagreeing with his tax proposals, she said she and her husband 
objected to “just the way Obama is talking about business. And al-
most making it like they’re evil.”

Marie said something similar about Bill de Blasio, who had re-
cently been elected mayor of New York City when I interviewed her. 
She told me, “I don’t love de Blasio so much. . . . I think he started 
his platform in a divisive way that says basically ‘haves’ and ‘have- 
nots.’ And then he made up an arbitrary number of haves versus 
have- nots. And you can’t start a platform in a divisive way, in that 
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way. I mean, I think that’s a bad thing.” By talking about division, 
Maya and Marie both suggest, politicians are creating division. In 
fact, of course, the division is already there. These wealthy people 
are trying not to acknowledge it because they don’t want to be the 
moral bad guys, especially given that Wall Street is associated with 
massive economic collapse. But inequality is harder to avoid as it 
enters political discourse.

Overall, then, upward- oriented people situated themselves in 
the middle both directly and obliquely. They socialized with people 
like themselves, and they “saw” and compared themselves mainly 
to these people and those with more, a practice facilitated by the 
extreme wealth of a few in New York City. Comparing themselves 
to those above allowed these interviewees to position themselves 
closer to the morally legitimate “middle,” as did casting those with 
less as extremely disadvantaged. They did not like to discuss money 
issues, but when they did, they often focused on anxieties or limits. 
The idea that society “will always be this way” also helped muffle 
their discomfort.

FA C I N G  D O W N WA R D ,  R E C O G N I Z I N G  P R I V I L E G E

Like Keith and Karen, introduced at the start of the chapter, and Scott 
and Olivia, described in the introduction, many of those I interviewed 
did talk openly about themselves as privileged. They described con-
flicted feelings about their social advantages and about social in-
equality generally. Unlike those who aspired to the middle, these 
interviewees were usually either inheritors of wealth who worked 
in creative- class jobs or earners who were upwardly mobile (or, in 
a few cases, married to people in creative occupations). Partly for 
these reasons, as I discuss later, their social, professional, and familial 
networks were diverse economically, and sometimes racially. They 
were typically more liberal politically than upward- oriented people.

These interviewees recognized their privilege and were willing 
to talk about it much more openly than did those who faced up-
ward. Nadine lived with her partner and their children primarily 
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on income produced by her family’s business. They also owned a 
large home and held about $7 million in additional assets. She said:

It’s always amazing to me. I know a lot of people with a lot of 
money who are not very generous. Or who don’t think they have 
a lot of money. It’s like, “You’re kind of bitching about your situa-
tion. And you, like, have more money than 99 percent of people 
on the fucking planet.” You know what I mean? . . . Especially 
[given] what’s happened with this economy. It’s, like, my brother, 
again, another case in point. He was complaining to me the other 
day that he can’t buy a new house until he sells his house, and it’s 
such a terrible position to be in, and he needs, like, more liquid 
assets. And they just have to get this new house, and it’s three 
million dollars, and he can’t, you know, afford it, unless they sell 
their house for two million, and how frustrating is that? I’m like, 
“Dude. I mean, I love you, and I know why it’s frustrating to you. 
But let’s have a little perspective.”

Many people emphasized having freedom of choice in their life-
styles as a result of their privilege. Asked to characterize her lifestyle, 
Wendy, a corporate lawyer married to an economics professor, with 
a household income of about $500,000, said, “We live a very com-
fortable life, where we feel like we have the money to have whatever 
we need for us, for our family. We live in a really comfortable apart-
ment in a location that we want to live in, and we  haven’t had to make 
any compromises around that.” Gary, who had inherited wealth of 
over $10 million and worked as an academic, said, “I don’t think we 
ever make a decision that’s a trade- off with another decision.” He 
also told me that he had been able to purchase his second home, 
over other prospective buyers, because he could pay cash, which 
“immediately got me the hook” with the seller. Then he spoke of 
spending time at the house:

Let’s say we go for the weekend. Or in the summer. Well, we go 
to the grocery store. And come home with three hundred dollars 
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of groceries. Not for caviar. But we’re often going with friends, 
so there’s four of us [in his family], and three or four others. You 
know, I don’t walk down the aisle and compare the generic brand 
to the Green Giant brand. You know. Or the Bounty paper towels 
to the Pantry Pride paper towels. . . . That’s a huge luxury, right? 
You’re going to spend three hundred dollars on groceries for a 
weekend.

Gary is very aware of and forthright about these advantages. (Note, 
however, that he says his spending is “not for caviar,” thereby cast-
ing himself as a reasonable consumer; I discuss this tendency in 
chapter 3.)

People who recognized their privilege also talked about freedom 
from fear as an advantage. Donovan, a nonprofit executive with both 
inherited and earned wealth, said, “It seems to me that one of the 
real benefits of having money is not having to worry about it! Not 
having to count pennies here and there. . . . I’ve never had to worry 
about food, clothing, paying for school. Enormously beneficial for a 
guy like me, who’s— I’m a naturally anxious person. I just don’t have 
a lot to be anxious about in my life.” Echoing this sentiment, Eliana, 
who worked at a charitable foundation and owned about $9 million in 
family wealth, saw “safety from anxiety” as an aspect of privilege, “be-
cause most people’s lives are deeply colored by anxiety over money.”

Downward- oriented people seemed to have a larger space in 
their consciousness for others who worry about money, in both 
an abstract and a concrete sense. Janice, who worked in marketing 
part- time, had some inherited wealth and a household income of 
about $500,000, mostly from her partner’s job in business. They 
had carried out a $700,000 renovation on their million- dollar house. 
Janice told me, “You know, it’s a huge privilege to be able to buy a 
house in [this neighborhood] and renovate it. And just decide, like, 
what’s here’s ugly and I’m not going to live with it. I’m just going to 
make it my own. It feels like a huge privilege to be able to do that.” 
She said, “I’m very aware that my kids’ friends [from their public 
school] and my friends don’t have this.”
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Linda, a professor and mother of two whose family had inherited 
wealth, said:

There was a big article in the New York Times recently, and I 
showed my kids. . . . It was about people in Haiti making these 
kind of, like, crackers out of dirt. I don’t know, it was just really 
horrible. So I always think about that, I just think about that 
a lot. Just, we have so much— I mean it’s just crazy. . . . I go to 
the grocery store, I buy whatever I want. I don’t look to see if 
the organic— I mean I do look, but it’s like, I don’t care that it’s 
five dollars for organic raspberries. My kid likes raspberries, I’m 
gonna buy raspberries. I’m really aware that people are looking 
and rationing and paying attention, and I am not, in that realm.

These accounts make visible social others who have less, people who 
are “looking and rationing,” as Linda said, who can’t spend $300 on 
groceries, who can’t afford to buy and renovate a home.

Penny, a part- time legal consultant, and her husband, who 
worked in management consulting, had a household income of 
about $3 million, which was far beyond what either of them had 
grown up with. Their young children attended a public school with 
an excellent reputation. Penny said: “You know, there’s always some-
one in New York, especially— New York City, Manhattan— who has 
more than you do. And there’s always a lot of people who have less. 
And going to a public school, you know, I mean, I would say we’re 
on the higher end of having more [relative to the other parents]. 
And having an apartment like this. And when you see other people’s 
apartments the kids go to school with, they’re not as nice.” Unlike 
those who situate themselves in the middle, Penny acknowledges 
that there are more people below her than above, even in New York, 
and that she is privileged relative to other parents in her kids’ school. 
She followed this statement with a reflection on the desirability of 
this awareness, saying: “And it’s a funny thing, but I think a good 
thing, perspective. I mean, I feel this way, perspective- wise, that— 
you know, I feel lucky, every day. That [her husband] has this great 
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job, and he makes money, that we can do an apartment renovation, 
or this or that.” The sentiment here is of gratitude that openly rec-
ognizes privilege rather than a euphemistic reference to it.

Downward- oriented people also mentioned the domestic work-
ers in their homes much more frequently than upward- oriented peo-
ple, and often expressed conflicted feelings about them. My conver-
sation with Beatrice, a nonprofit executive with inherited wealth of 
about $3 million, focused largely on two decisions: one, whether to 
enroll her son in private school, and two, whether to buy a second 
home. One consideration, she said, was “Am I going to buy a house 
in [an affluent area] when this poor woman works in my house and 
takes care of and loves my child?” Teresa was a stay- at- home mother 
with two kids whose husband earned over $1 million annually in 
finance. She told me about her housekeeper, who had sent her own 
children back to her home country because she could not afford 
to keep them in the United States, and had also to leave Teresa’s 
employ for full- time work. She said, “Who am I not to work and to 
have someone watch my kids, when she can’t even afford to keep 
her kids here?” These struggles locate these women themselves and 
the workers they employ in larger structural relations of inequality, 
which contrasts strongly to Zoe’s assertion that “we treat them very 
well,” which takes these relations for granted.

Unlike upward- oriented respondents, who described their friends 
as having as much as or more than they, those who faced downward 
tended to talk about friends, acquaintances, and colleagues in a wide 
range of economic circumstances. For example, Danielle, a banker 
turned stay- at- home mother with inherited and earned wealth, said, 
“We have a huge range of friends that have a huge range of lifestyles.” 
These diverse networks came about for a number of reasons. Some 
people had grown up middle- class or, in a few cases, working- class, 
and retained ties to family members and friends who had less. These 
were mostly earners, as we might expect, but a couple of inheritors 
had also spent part of their childhoods in much more economically 
constrained situations.12 Those who worked in class- heterogeneous 
fields such as academia, nonprofits, and the arts, mainly inheritors, 
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came into contact with more diverse groups of people in their jobs. 
Both inheritors and earners who tended to face downward had col-
lege friends or other longtime acquaintances with less. Like Janice 
and Penny, some of these parents had enrolled their children in pub-
lic school, which further diversified their networks.

These relationships were not simply coincidental, however. Many 
downward- oriented people consciously sought out cross- class so-
cial relationships. Wendy said, “I think it’s important, [in order] to 
stay grounded, to not just hang out with people who have the same 
means and the same backgrounds.” To “stay grounded” is to remem-
ber the reality of one’s situation relative to that of others; Wendy 
sees spending time only with people similar to her as a threat to that 
commitment. Eliana told me, describing her cross- class friendships 
and her political activism, “I’ve tried to not be just in my bubble.”

Inhabiting privilege well meant creating more varied networks. 
Yet cross- class relationships also generated discomfort, as they 
forced disparities into the open. Speaking of the $180,000 he’d spent 
on furniture for his new house, Gary said, “My friends come out 
there and see all this stuff, and they’re like, ‘Oh. That’s great, where’d 
you get that?’ You can’t say, ‘I did this on a shoestring.’ You know. It 
wasn’t a shoestring.” These affluent consumers also described feeling 
uncomfortable talking with friends about lifestyle choices, such as 
where to live and where to send their children to school. Wendy 
told me, “I wouldn’t characterize this [her lifestyle and spending] 
in this way to a friend of mine as comfortably as [to you]. Like, I’m 
trying to be honest for your work. . . . Whereas I think it’s— it’s un-
comfortable.” When I asked why, she said her friends “are socially 
conscious people who are doing really wonderful things with their 
lives and don’t probably have the means that we have and are hav-
ing to make some of these harder choices.” Beatrice made the same 
point when she told me, “My friends are facing the same problems 
that I’m facing [such as finding a school for children]; it’s just that I 
have resources to deal with them that other people don’t have.” She 
continued, “I feel just some concern about, kind of, rubbing their 
faces in the fact that I have this wider range of choices.” Ultimately, 
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discomfort of this type might be one reason people end up with 
increasingly homogenous social worlds over time.

For upwardly mobile people, family of origin was a significant 
referent. Miriam, a banker earning over $1 million annually, said 
she currently spent social time with “probably mostly similar types 
of families in similar types of jobs.” But, she added, “I make more 
money than my entire family put together.” Miriam did not feel 
guilty about her wealth exactly, but she described money as “dirty,” 
“soiled,” and “tainted.” She attributed this in part to her family, say-
ing, “I mean maybe if all my siblings were, like, you know, doctors, 
lawyers, and bankers, yeah, then I probably wouldn’t care. It would 
be sort of, ‘This is what my family does.’ But it’s not what my family 
does. My family doesn’t become a banker in New York City and 
make a shitload of money. Right? That’s just weird.” Miranda, who 
was married to an inheritor, said she would not talk with her brother 
about issues she struggled with related to her affluence. When I 
asked why, she said, “Because he works really hard, and I think . . . 
talking about how difficult it is to have a lot of money and [being] 
worried about your kids being raised feeling entitled seems really 
hard when [he’s] trying to figure out whether or not [he] can afford 
something. You know what I mean?”

Again, these differences also led to silences about money in 
these relationships. Teresa said she loved her lifestyle. But, she 
said, “I do feel guilt. I feel like I have to downplay it when I talk 
to my brother and sister, definitely. . . .  I didn’t tell my sister I had 
a housekeeper for, I want to say, three years. I kept it like this big 
dark secret. I mean, I do like being able to get my parents nice 
things, and I definitely make a point of that and not thinking twice 
about getting my sister a wonderful present, but we never talk 
about how much this costs, how much our car costs, things like 
that, never, ever.”

Both Teresa and Miriam had also grown up in politically pro-
gressive families. Miriam said, “I grew up in a family that [had] 
a very long tradition of workers’ rights, you know? . . . So to be, 
like, ‘The Man’ to this extent is sort of weird.” Teresa said, “My 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 2:27 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Or ientations to Oth ers | 51

parents always said we wouldn’t want a lot of money because there 
would be too much guilt involved. Like there’s a million people who 
need money, and who are we to have that money? And their whole 
lives have been working towards giving back to the community, 
the world, and we never did have so much money. So there’s that 
feeling. Like, when I was planning my wedding I called my parents 
to give them a preliminary budget, and they were like, ‘Do you 
know how many people in the world that could feed?’ So there is 
that type of guilt as well.”

Upwardly mobile earners talked more about feeling privileged 
than did those earners who were not significantly wealthier now 
than they had been growing up. Raised middle- class, Penny talked 
about feeling guilty when she bought things for full price or shopped 
at fancy stores because she remembered shopping at the Burlington 
Coat Factory and “buying discount shoes” as a child. Her husband 
had been raised “working- class,” in her words, but now earns $3 mil-
lion annually. She told me: “[He] is an anomaly. Where he’s in these 
meetings at work, and people are complaining ’cause they’re [not 
being paid enough]. You know, ‘That’s not fair. I should make 2 mil-
lion instead of 1.5.’ And he’s like, ‘Do you know how lucky you are 
to be making this money?’ You know. Like, he truly feels it, in his 
heart. Like, ‘You’re being ridiculous.’ ” Penny’s husband invoked a 
point of reference outside the immediate world in which the other 
consultants seemed to live; he drew back to include more people in 
the scope of his vision.

Finally, as I have noted, most people who recognized their priv-
ilege openly were liberal Democrats. Some were “conservative pro-
gressives,” as Gary characterized himself, or “pragmatic progres-
sives,” as Sara, an inheritor of over $10 million, put it (both were 
distinguishing themselves from radicals). A few had more of a “so-
cialist vision,” as Nadine put it; a real estate broker I interviewed 
characterized this type as “cashmere communists.” Downward- 
oriented people never expressed any disillusion with Obama for 
bringing up economic disparities, and they were more likely to favor 
taxation of wealthy people. In fact, they often expressed affinity with 
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Occupy Wall Street, which was in the news around the time I con-
ducted some of these interviews. Kevin, whose partner had signif-
icant inherited wealth, described himself as “liberal- left.” He said, 
“I feel like in this whole sort of, like, conversation over the last four 
years or whatever, of the 99 percent, like, it’s weird to be of the 1, or 
the 2, or the 3 percent when I feel like, ‘No, I’m Occupy. That’s me.’ 
There’s the weird paradox.” These politics constitute another kind of 
awareness of and concern for those with less, who seem much more 
present in the imaginations of these interviewees than they do in the 
imaginations of those who aspire to the middle.

A few of the more progressive respondents also described their 
own social advantages as stemming from the same social forces that 
produce inequality and disadvantage. Eliana said, for example, “I am 
clearly personally benefitting from a system that aggregates toward 
inequality. And that allows a very, very, very, very small percentage 
of people to benefit. While the rest suffer, correspondingly. And so 
I feel that my wealth and poverty in the world have something to 
do with each other.” This stance contrasts sharply with the idea of 
upward- oriented people that “there will always be people above, 
and people below,” in two ways. First, these downward- oriented 
people believe that the “people above” and the “people below” are 
actually connected to each other by both economic relations and 
moral obligations. Second, they believe that structural change is 
possible. In their view, current social arrangements, especially of 
resource distribution, both could and should be different.

F L E X I B L E  O R I E N TAT I O N S

I have suggested that the class backgrounds, occupations, political 
views, and social networks of those I interviewed were related to 
a propensity to face upward or downward. But even these correla-
tions (not causes in any case13) were not set in stone. As we have 
seen, Betsy was a management consultant and is now a stay- at- home 
mother. Her husband earns about $1 million per year. Her profes-
sional background is in the corporate world, where her husband 
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also works. She is a social liberal but sometimes a fiscal conserva-
tive; she did not vote for president in the 2012 election because she 
disliked both candidates. So she is not especially progressive politi-
cally, which differentiates her from most of the downward- oriented 
inheritors. Nor has she experienced upward mobility, like most of 
the downward- oriented earners. And she does not appear to have 
especially diverse social networks. So we might expect her to offer 
a more upward- oriented discourse.

Indeed, Betsy strongly differentiated herself from people with 
significant wealth. She had been raised in New York in an affluent 
family (she mentioned that she had had a brokerage account “from 
birth”). But, she said, “The level of excess is totally different now 
than when I grew up in the city.” She told me:

In these private schools, there are a lot of very rich people. Like, 
millions and millions and billions of dollars. You go to their homes, 
they live in townhouses, you know, they’re on full- floor— I mean, 
unbelievable. . . . I kind of have an inside joke with some of the 
moms that I know, that we’re like, the “working class.” You know? 
Because we actually really work. Not that these people  haven’t 
worked. But they have tons of money. We have been working 
very hard. And, like, we can’t stop working and continue to lead 
a lifestyle that we are living. And so we are much more aware of 
what things cost, and how to buy— you know, how to use your 
money, where to put your resources.

In this upward- oriented move, Betsy differentiates herself and her 
friends from the “very rich,” who not only have “tons of money” 
but don’t have to work and don’t have to worry. (Her joke about 
being “working class” invokes the legitimacy of wealth that comes 
from work, even though she no longer works for money herself, as 
I discuss in chapter 2.)

Yet Betsy also talked at length about her privilege relative to other 
people in general and in her life specifically. She said, of her home 
renovation:
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My friends who . . . have different circumstances— I don’t really 
like to talk about it [with them]. And I don’t really like to, you 
know, discuss the headaches of my renovation. Like, it just seems 
wrong, and kind of gross to me, to talk about stuff like that. I’m 
not saying I’d hide it or anything. If someone asks me about it, 
sure, I’ll talk about it. But I’m not out there with it, like it’s the 
standard thing that everybody does. I realize that it’s not. For us, 
we worked towards it. We wanted to do this. You know. And we 
were able to. It’s not like— you know, we’re— at the end of this, 
we’re going to have to, like, rebuild the nest egg for a while. You 
know? And it’s not without its risks and consequences. But, you 
know, I realize that— it’s— you know, like, home ownership is 
really not a— reality for a lot of people. Most people. Especially 
in Manhattan! It’s crazy.

Betsy still gestures toward others with more by emphasizing the 
effort she and her husband put in (“we worked towards it”) and the 
fact that their resources are not unlimited (they’ll have to “rebuild 
the nest egg for a while”). But she also signals an awareness of privi-
lege. This awareness comes from her relationships with people who 
have less than she (“my friends”), as well as her capacity to imagine 
those people in a broader sense (“most people”). She mentions the 
challenge of talking about signs of privilege, such as renovations, 
with those who have less, and also the decision to avoid that talk. 
Betsy illuminates the fine line she has to walk between two unac-
ceptable forms of managing privilege: being “gross” by mentioning 
it gratuitously and being disingenuous by “hiding it.”

Betsy also talked about the circumstances of people working for 
her more than did most of the upward- oriented people. Her nanny 
had left her own young children in her home country. Betsy told 
me, “And I, like, could not get my head around it. . . . It made me 
feel bad in some way on a daily basis. . . . That was awful. It really— I 
loved her, but it made me feel really bad.” Ultimately, Betsy was 
glad the nanny decided to return to her country of origin and sent 
her money for a period of time after she did so. Betsy described 
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feeling conflicted again when she told me about a conversation she 
had had with the foreman of her apartment renovation. Betsy had 
recently decided not to keep a light fixture she thought was too big 
for the kitchen, though she had agonized about it because she did 
not want to act like “a princess.” She recounted, of her relationship 
with the foreman, “You know, we talk about our kids, and one day 
I was like, ‘Oh, what is your daughter doing for the summer?’ And 
he was like, ‘Oh, nothing.’ And I was like, ‘Oh, she’s not going to 
camp?’ He’s like, ‘Camp’s too expensive.’ Jesus Christ. You know? 
Like, we’re talking about how I don’t want my six hundred– dollar, 
five hundred– dollar lights. That makes me feel really bad. And I 
don’t like that. So I feel like that’s kind of— it makes me feel bad 
about myself.” In this anecdote, again, Betsy recognizes not only her 
privilege vis- à- vis the worker but also the discomfort that arises from 
talking with people who are less advantaged than she is.

I think it is likely that at least some of the respondents I have 
called “upward- oriented” are more like Betsy in that they do see 
their privilege and feel some discomfort with it. They may minimize 
their unease not because they  haven’t thought about it but because 
they felt uncomfortable talking about it.14 The African American 
respondents I described earlier, who resisted being called “affluent” 
yet ultimately recognized that they were affluent but uncomfortable 
with admitting it, exemplify this tendency as well. So it is hard to 
know what exactly the relation between talking about one’s privilege 
and thinking about it might be and how this relationship might vary 
from person to person or depending on the situation. That is, some 
people might be more likely to talk about it to me than to a friend, 
while others might feel the opposite. The same person might also be 
more likely to talk about it at some moments than at others.

Therefore, although staying attuned to these patterned differ-
ences is generative, trying to classify people rigidly or permanently 
as having one orientation over another is ultimately futile. Instead, 
recognizing the flexibility of these interpretations is important be-
cause it highlights the interpretive work people do to situate them-
selves in a way they are comfortable with. Not talking about privilege 
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takes it off the table as a basis for comparison. Talking about oneself 
as “in the middle” also takes it off the table, in a sense, by deflecting 
attention to those who have more.

We often imagine that wealthy people are operating in their own 
“bubble” with reference groups primarily composed of people “like 
them.” We also often assume that it is “human nature” to compare 
oneself to people above. But I have shown in this chapter that these 
comparisons and reference groups vary. Furthermore, the bases of 
comparison— that is, what it means for other people to be sufficiently 
“like you” to compare yourself to them— are not somehow deter-
mined a priori. Instead, people make choices, though not always 
consciously, about which social others to keep in their conscious-
ness, spend time with, and talk about.

As Eliana put it, “I feel that there’s a myth of privilege. That [priv-
ileged] people are more out of touch than they really necessarily 
are. I don’t think the privilege automatically puts the person out of 
touch. I feel like some of that is a set of choices and consciousness. 
And you can deal with difference. You can make it part of your life, 
that you deal with difference.” Some of the privileged literally “deal 
with difference” more often, and sometimes more intentionally, than 
others— through their choices of work and peers and/or by virtue of 
their family backgrounds. Others, as I have suggested, avoid spend-
ing time with or even thinking about people who are different, at 
least partly because it is uncomfortable.

This chapter has analyzed how people locate themselves on a 
distributive continuum. Do they have a lot or a little, and relative 
to whom? But it has also shown that these self- locations have a 
moral dimension. The rest of this book investigates that dimension. 
Regardless of how they oriented themselves to others, or of how 
much they talked explicitly about their social advantages or acknowl-
edged discomfort with their position, the people I interviewed all 
alluded to the importance of being morally worthy of their wealth. 
As I outlined in the introduction, upward-  and downward- oriented 
people articulated a set of similar ideas about what it means to be 
a “good person” and avoid “entitlement”: primarily, to work hard, 
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consume reasonably, and give back. In talking about these imper-
atives, upward- oriented people do acknowledge their privilege, 
though often indirectly. Downward- oriented people symbolically 
mitigate their privilege, despite having recognized it explicitly, by 
appealing to these (middle- class) values.

I begin in chapter 2 with the first of these ideas: the moral im-
perative of hard work. As we have seen, some of my interviewees 
invoked “having to work” as a sign that they were not privileged, or 
at least not as much as some others. But whether or not they “had 
to” or did work for money, to interpret themselves as hard- working 
was crucial to their sense of worth.
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WORKING HARD OR 
HARDLY WORKING?

P R O D U C T I V I T Y  A N D  M O R A L  W O RT H

Paul was an executive in his mid- forties, earning about $500,000 
annually, with two young children and a stay- at- home wife. I inter-
viewed him in a bustling café as he stole an hour away from his mid-
town office. Our conversation focused primarily on the significant 
renovation he and his wife were carrying out on their home. Near 
the end of the interview I asked if he felt he “deserved” his lifestyle. I 
had started asking interviewees this question after I noticed that they 
often seemed to feel conflicted about their advantages. The question 
was ambiguous, I knew, perhaps even nonsensical. But I was inter-
ested in how they might interpret it and in the explicit justifications 
they might use to answer it.1 Paul responded, without hesitation, 
“Absolutely. Damn right I fucking deserve it. . . . Where I am today, 
I’ve earned every dime on my own. No one’s done it— I mean, my 
in- laws have helped, but I’ve done it. My job, my career, my [cur-
rent employer] career, my [previous employer] career, this is all 
me. No one’s helped me. It’s been me. So I’ve earned every fucking 
dime, absolutely.” Paul equates “deserving” with “earning” so com-
pletely that he responds almost as if my question was about whether 
he had earned his wealth. He also invokes independence and self- 
sufficiency, saying he did it “on my own.” Although he alludes to 
having received help from his in- laws, he quickly turns away from 
this acknowledgement in order to maintain his self- interpretation 
as autonomous.
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Paul strongly and repeatedly framed the basis of deservingness 
in general as work. When I asked, “And people who have less than 
you, do you think they deserve less?” he responded, “Some of them, 
absolutely. I mean, Occupy Wall Street, I mean, what have they 
done? They sat in a park doing nothing. You know?” Later, in talking 
about a pair of younger colleagues with whom he had shared some 
personal financial information, he said, “It’s good, I think, because 
by seeing what they can work towards, it may drive them to work 
harder.” But he wanted to make sure they didn’t feel “entitled,” by 
which he meant thinking “that they should be there already without 
working as hard.” He insisted that his children would have paying 
jobs when they were in high school, saying “There’s no doubt in my 
mind. One thousand percent.”

This kind of orientation was exactly the one I had expected when 
I started my research. The idea of working hard on an equal play-
ing field as the most desirable means to get ahead is the definition 
of the American Dream, which permeates American ideology and 
popular culture.2 By the same token, other scholars have shown that 
privileged people often explain and justify their social advantages by 
alluding to their hard work.3 My research both supports and chal-
lenges this idea. On the one hand, most of the people I interviewed, 
whether upward-  or downward- oriented, echoed Paul’s emphasis on 
working hard as one basis for deserving wealth. They valued self- 
reliance and independence and wanted to see themselves as produc-
tive rather than parasitic. And they cared deeply about instilling a 
work ethic in their children.

On the other hand, very few of them used this discourse as uni-
formly and as emphatically as Paul did. Talia, for example, was a 
stay- at- home mother whose family lived on her husband’s $500,000 
annual income from his job in finance. I met her for the interview at 
the apartment they were in the middle of renovating; she walked me 
through the rooms, describing how they were rearranging the space 
and showing me samples of the colors she was thinking about using 
on the walls. Later, as we continued the interview in a café, Talia 
told me she would never talk about “specific dollars” related to her 
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renovation because it was “gauche” and because “you never know 
when it’s going to go away. So don’t brag about what you have.” I 
took the opportunity to ask if she ever felt guilty about her privilege. 
She responded, “No. I mean because I don’t feel like, I feel like we’re 
good people and we don’t— my husband works really hard. And you 
know, hopefully we’ll be lucky enough to stay in this apartment and, 
you know— I don’t— no, ’cause I think we give back a lot, too.” When 
I then asked if she deserved it, she said, “Yeah. I mean I worked really 
hard and I, you know, I don’t live a lifestyle that’s like, so decadent.” 
Talia mentions her own hard work, as we might expect, but she also 
mentions her husband’s work, their moral status as “good people,” 
the possibility of not keeping the apartment and the “luck” involved 
if they do, their prudent lifestyle, their disdain for bragging, and their 
“giving back” through charitable donations.

Most of the people I spoke to invoked this range of concepts, 
framing their own hard work as only one part of a constellation of 
morally worthy practices and affects. How they talked about work 
varied, however, according to the source of their money. Those who 
had earned all or most of their wealth drew relatively easily on the 
language of hard work and, sometimes, intelligence, to talk about 
their advantages. But most of them believed that hard work was not 
the only factor explaining their success or underpinning their worth. 
They spoke particularly of having been lucky. They also pointed to 
other kinds of behaviors and feelings required of them in order to 
be morally worthy, especially the need to be economically prudent 
in the face of risk.

Those who lived on wealth they had not earned— inheritors 
and stay- at- home mothers— could not draw so easily on ideas of 
themselves as hard workers. Inheritors felt uncomfortable, some-
times “guilty,” about living on wealth they hadn’t worked for and 
accumulated themselves. Stay- at- home mothers— all of whom were 
highly educated and had work experience— described mixed feelings 
about not earning their own money or “contributing” economically 
to the household. People in both categories emphasized their wor-
thy, hard- working selfhood— even in the absence of paid work— by 
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highlighting their own productivity, effort, and work ethic and by 
drawing boundaries against images of themselves as lazy or self- 
indulgent dilettantes. Most inheritors of wealth insisted on working 
for money even when they didn’t need to. Stay- at- home mothers 
highlighted the work they did for their families, which I call the 
“labor of lifestyle.” And they associated themselves with the hard 
work of others, including their spouses, parents, and themselves in 
earlier phases of life.

The struggles of these people show that “hard work” carries deep 
symbolic significance. They also demonstrate that not all forms of 
work are equal in symbolic value. It is much easier for paid, public 
employment to seem like “real work” and, therefore, to serve as an 
indicator of moral worth. This tendency draws on and reproduces 
a longstanding failure to see unpaid household labor (typically per-
formed by women) as having economic value.4 This kind of labor 
does have symbolic value, inasmuch as it is linked to the morally 
worthy work of mothering. However, much of the consumption 
work these women do does not seem to count as morally legiti-
mate “hard work.” Thus, as sociologist Arlene Kaplan Daniels argued 
thirty years ago, the notion of achieving merit through hard work 
is itself deeply gendered, inasmuch as unpaid work tends to be the 
(symbolic as well as actual) province of women.5 As we will see in 
chapter 5, the “value” of this unpaid labor also becomes a site of 
tension in couples.

E A R N I N G  A S  M O R A L LY  W O RT H Y  H A R D  W O R K

Like Paul, most earners immediately reached for the idea of hard 
work when confronted with the question of the legitimacy of their 
wealth. For example, I asked Monica, the upward- oriented real es-
tate agent, if she felt guilty about having more than others. She re-
sponded, “I don’t feel guilty. I mean, I work hard. My husband works 
hard, my kids work hard. I don’t feel guilty.” When I asked Betsy, the 
former consultant, if she felt she “deserved” her lifestyle, she told me 
she wanted to avoid “entitlement” but still emphasized hard work. 
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She said, “I think we worked hard for it. I don’t think it was, like— I 
don’t think we feel entitled to it. But I think we feel like, you know, 
especially for [her husband], he puts in a ton of hours. I actually 
think he’s underpaid for the amount of time and energy and stress 
that is involved. . . . I don’t know that I like the word deserve. But I 
feel like we’ve worked for it.” Betsy is reluctant to say explicitly that 
she deserves her lifestyle exactly because she and her husband have 
worked hard for it, but she invokes the work itself as a legitimator.

Again like Paul, upwardly mobile earners alluded to their upward 
trajectory as evidence of hard work and intelligence and hence of 
merit. As we have seen, Miriam earned over $1 million per year as 
a banker. When I asked if she thought she deserved what she had, 
she said, “I think I work my ass off, so I think ‘deserve’ in that sense, 
I think I have earned what I have by a lot of hard work. . . . I don’t 
feel that anything has been handed to me at all. I think that I worked 
hard for what I achieved in school, and I worked hard for what I’ve 
achieved professionally, and I still work hard.”

Notably, Miriam also draws on the idea of self- sufficiency as a 
key dimension of achievement. As I described in chapter 1, Miriam 
was “downward- oriented,” acutely conscious of her privilege rela-
tive to others, at least partly because of her class background and 
the political activism of her parents. In describing this tension she 
said, almost as if trying to convince herself, “But I don’t think my 
father would think there’s anything wrong with working hard and 
making money. It’s sort of crazy, right? I mean, they gave us these 
opportunities, and [so] I was able to go to these schools and I’m able 
to make this money. And they gave me that, right?”

Warren, a private equity entrepreneur from what he called a 
“middle- class- slash- working- class” background, said that he felt 
“different” at his Ivy League college. But, he said, “the difference 
was empowering” because it was clear that he was there because of 
his intelligence, not his family history or connections. “The people 
who were around me . . . recognized that the fact that I didn’t go 
to Andover makes me a little special. ’Cause it wasn’t kind of like, 
quote- unquote ‘handed to me.’ . . . The fact that my father didn’t go 
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to college was, like, this kind of badge of honor, or talent. . . . It’s 
like, ‘Oh, I’m no legacy [admission]. I didn’t go to private school. 
I’m just, you know, I’m actually smart.’ ”

By the same token, earners and former earners highlighted their 
self- sufficiency by distinguishing their earned wealth from money 
they might have inherited. Ursula responded to my question about 
whether she deserved her lifestyle by saying, “I don’t know how to 
answer that. Over other people? Do I deserve it instead of somebody 
else? I feel like I worked hard. I mean, I don’t think anything has just 
dropped in our laps. . . . I think we deserve what we have in the sense 
that we worked hard to get it. This is not something we’ve inherited.” 
Frances was a stay- at- home mother married to a hedge fund direc-
tor, with tens of millions in family assets. When I asked about how 
her parents saw her lifestyle, which was more lavish than theirs, she 
responded by emphasizing that her husband had earned the money 
that supported them. She said, “I think they’re probably proud of 
[her husband]. You know, we’re not living on his inheritance. We’re 
living on money that he- we made. And I think they’re very proud 
of his success. And so they’re okay with it.” By invoking “money 
that he- we made,” Frances associates herself with the earning of the 
money, although her work had contributed little in monetary terms 
and she had long been a stay- at- home mother.6 These women had 
been raised in upper- middle- class families, so they could not claim 
upward mobility as Miriam and Warren did, but they still focused on 
earned income rather than on financial and other advantages they 
might have received in their upbringings.

L U C K ,  H E L P,  A N D  S T R U C T U R A L  A D VA N TA G E

In speaking of poor people, Paul told me, “I don’t feel the need 
every time I pass someone [asking for money] to give them money 
because I’m more fortunate. They don’t do— some of them, not all 
of them, it’s a stereotype— don’t do shit. Others do some really good 
stuff and maybe, you know, whatever it is, play music— I mean I’d 
rather give money to someone who’s on a subway working hard 
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and playing music than someone who’s sitting there literally doing 
nothing saying, ‘I’m hungry.’ ” Stephanie, a stay- at- home mother 
married to an earner of about $500,000, told me, “Well, I mean, 
there’s certainly people that work really, really hard, and just can’t 
get ahead, or even buy a house. But then there’s also a lot of fucking 
lazy people that are on the dole, that want to stay there. . . . They 
think that government should be taking care of everything.” Both 
Paul and Stephanie strongly frame the basis of deservingness as work 
and frown on “dependency” on the state.

Paul and Stephanie also both acknowledge the fact that many 
people do work but still “can’t get ahead”— but then they gloss over 
this fact, much as Paul also glossed over the help he had received 
from his in- laws. However, to my surprise, very few earners I inter-
viewed skimmed over this contradiction so glibly. Even when they 
alluded to their own hard work as one reason for their success, many 
also saw themselves as having been “lucky.” Wendy, the corporate 
lawyer, told me, “I don’t know what I deserve, but I feel lucky that I 
have the opportunity to get paid what I do. Because there are peo-
ple who work their asses off and they don’t get paid a lot. For some 
it’s because that’s their choice, and for others it’s because they just 
 haven’t had the opportunity. And I didn’t deserve the opportunity, 
particularly, I was just lucky.” Wendy challenges commonplace ideas 
about meritocracy— the notion that hard work means one deserves 
more— in two ways. First, she foregrounds the fact that many  people 
work hard and do not get paid well rather than mentioning it per-
functorily and then turning away. Second, she points out that she 
did not especially “deserve” opportunities that led her to work in a 
high- paying job.

James, who worked in real estate, had accumulated over $3 mil-
lion in assets. He echoed these themes when he said, “You just get 
lucky. . . . I was lucky to be born to a mom and a dad who gave a 
shit— I hit the lottery in so many ways.” Like Wendy, James mentions 
others he knows who do work hard or are smart who  haven’t ended 
up where he has. He continued, “I think the mistake is if you start 
to think that your success means that you’re smart. A lot of it’s just 
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luck. I mean a lot of it is, you know, if you get the opportunity, and 
there’s no telling if you do, to jump on it. But there’s guys who are, 
in my view, just as smart as me or smarter than me who have been 
in [this work] for the same amount of time as me and  haven’t made 
that money.” He concluded, “And so it doesn’t, and this is a view I’ve 
evolved to, but it doesn’t make sense to feel guilty about it. I mean 
life is cruel, it just is. And sometimes it’s— you know, I’m talking to 
you today, I could be dead of cancer next year. Who knows?”

Yet even as these earners may explain their success by talking 
about luck, it is hard work that constitutes them as morally worthy. 
James said, “I worked my ass off, but I got lucky. I wasn’t gunning for 
any of this, it just happened. Again, I did work hard and I don’t feel, 
like, undeserving or whatever, but I do feel lucky.” James suggests 
that if he hadn’t worked hard, he might be “undeserving.” But given 
that he has, he can be both “lucky” and worthy.

To recognize that luck plays a role in success is to recognize that 
hard work is not the only factor. But to emphasize luck is also to 
obscure structural advantages that have likely also made a difference. 
“Luck” is arbitrary rather than the systematic result of having grown 
up in particular kinds of families, attended particular schools, de-
veloped certain skills and social networks, and so on.7 While James 
acknowledges that having a certain kind of parents made a difference 
for him, his reference to the “lottery” and his ultimate conclusion 
that “life is cruel” suggest that there really isn’t anything one can 
do to change the system. As Power et al. have noted, “The use of 
‘luck’ as an explanation for success is significant because it signals 
an acknowledgement of the uneven distribution of opportunities 
at the same time as overlooking more structural explanations for 
that maldistribution.”8 Brown et al. refer to this interpretation as an 
“ ‘individualization’ of the systematic inequalities in education and 
life- chance.”9

Notably, some of the partners of earners I interviewed did allude 
more or less explicitly to the ways in which the playing field is un-
even. Lucy was a stay- at- home mother whose husband had earned 
many millions of dollars in private equity. Asked if she deserved 
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her lifestyle, she said, “Nobody deserves it.” I asked, “So you don’t 
feel like you deserve it?” She responded, “No. Oh my gosh. Are 
you kidding me? No, absolutely not. I don’t know what ‘to deserve’ 
means.” She continued, “I think that there’s a combination between 
intellect, hard work, and a lot, a lot, a lot of luck. Really, truly. So 
I think some people are unlucky and other people are lucky. And 
I also know a lot of very smart people who are trying, and it’s not 
working.” She went on, hesitatingly, “My husband works very, very 
hard. But the amount— it’s a disproportionate amount. You know? 
And you— it’s hard to— it’s hard to defend that, I think, in truth. 
It really is. And so I can’t— so I’m, you know, definitely sheepish 
about it. I’d say that I’m definitely sheepish about it.” Lucy not only 
recognizes the luck involved in her husband’s success but also the 
“disproportionate amount” of reward he receives relative to those 
in other kinds of work. She also recognizes and strongly dislikes the 
role of social networks, what she calls the “club mentality,” in deter-
mining outcomes, saying that “what should matter” is “productivity 
and what you can produce, and a kind of personal hunger and all of 
those things.”

Yet despite these critiques, Lucy and others I talked with still 
returned to the central narrative of hard work as legitimating.10 Lucy 
described her husband as “self- made”— even as she acknowledged 
his class advantages. She said, alluding to his parents’ having paid his 
elite college tuition, “His parents gave him every gift. And the gift to 
do whatever he wanted in an amazing school. But,” she continued, 
“he didn’t get rent checks from his parents. He didn’t get spend-
ing money, discretionary spending at any point, you know? So he’s 
very much self- made.” Vera, who lived mainly on inherited wealth of 
over $1 million, was very progressive and had an extremely detailed 
critique of economic and racial inequality.11 Yet she told me of her 
partner, who worked in finance and did not come from a privileged 
background: “I’m proud of his success. . . . [He] worked full- time 
as a short- order cook and went to college full- time. Like, he killed 
himself. He did it himself. I’m just, like, proud of him. . . . I mean, 
I know that being white helped. He looked, like, the right color. I 
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know that. But he’s also— he works his ass off and he’s brilliant.” 
These interpretations foreground work as the source of moral worth, 
minimizing even as they recognize particular kinds of unevenly dis-
tributed advantages.

In any case, most people in high- earning families were loath 
to talk about structural disadvantage. As I described in chapter 1, 
some of these interviewees felt affronted by Obama’s talk of rolling 
back the Bush tax cuts for earners of more than $250,000 and saw 
politicians who talked about inequality as, in Marie’s words, “creat-
ing division.” Talia told me her husband was no longer supporting 
Obama. He thought, and she agreed, “that a lot of people in finance 
have been sort of cast as, like, the villain. I mean, there have been a 
lot of villainous people in finance that have done some really awful 
things. But [her husband] sent himself through business school.” 
She also said that there should be “some recognition” of people who 
“have earned the money.”

This reluctance to talk about structure extended to talking about 
white privilege. One African American stay- at- home mother told 
me that the African American men she knew who had elite business 
school degrees had not advanced as much as their white counter-
parts, which she believed was essentially due to institutional racism. 
But, she told me, “those are the kinds of things I don’t want to say 
to my— like, I would never say that to my white friends, because 
their husbands do work really hard.” To mention the obstacles her 
husband faces on the basis of race would be to challenge her white 
friends’ legitimate entitlement on the basis of their husbands’ hard 
work. For these respondents, a critique of structural imbalance feels 
like a personal critique.12

A F F E C T S  O F  I N D E P E N D E N C E : 
A N X I E T Y  A N D  P R U D E N C E

Earners were able to draw most easily on these discourses of hard 
work and individual self- sufficiency because they were the ones 
earning money. But the dark side of this provider role, especially 
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among those who were the main or only earners in their families 
(usually but not always men) was a strong feeling of risk, and often 
anxiety, about money. James said, “My biggest fear is, I lose my job 
and someone gets sick. That’s my biggest fear in the entire world 
probably. I lose my job, we don’t have health coverage, and some-
one gets sick. . . . And all of a sudden that two million dollars [from 
a windfall] that’s sitting out there, that I don’t want to touch . . . it 
all gets paid to Sloan Kettering [cancer hospital] or, God forbid, 
you know?”

These earners did not tend to feel strapped on a daily basis 
but expressed a more general sense of insecurity about the future. 
They were especially aware of how much they needed to survive 
if a job was lost or something happened to them. James said that 
his wife was more laid- back about money and the future, whereas 
“I’m much more like, I’m on the iceberg with the gun looking 
for sharks and hoping it doesn’t get too warm, you know what I 
mean?”  Miriam said bluntly, “I’m very fixated on what will happen 
if I die, because I’m more supporting the family, right?” Several 
interviewees told me they worried about the cash cushion that 
they had in the bank. Penny said her husband “likes to sleep with 
a million dollars under his pillow, basically,” because he did not 
trust the stock market.

Earners used various strategies of money management, coalesc-
ing around the idea of “prudence,” to stave off these possibilities. 
Those who received bonuses often tried to save rather than spend 
them. Most had created 401k and college- fund accounts for their 
children, which they said they would not dip into. Some had bought 
large amounts of life insurance. They talked also about controlling 
their spending, as I discuss further in chapter 3, in order to avoid 
debt and put away for the future. When I interviewed Justin, a pri-
vate equity entrepreneur, he and his wife had “downsized” their 
lifestyle, renting a less expensive and smaller home than they had 
previously lived in, despite having two children and a live- in nanny. 
They had started planning for decades into the future, hoping to be 
able to retire early. They had made these changes even before the 
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2008 economic crisis, because, in Justin’s words, “My wife said, ‘If 
one of us ever loses a job, like, I don’t want to panic.’ And we saw 
people buying houses that were too big, or whatever. Spending too 
much money. . . . Just, this light bulb went off.” He told me, “I’m 
ready for the storm.”

This self- protection in the face of risk is another example of the 
way anxiety can deflect a feeling of privilege, because it prevents 
people from feeling at ease financially. Even though Wendy had a 
“big cushion” of several million dollars and a household income of 
$500,000, she did not want to buy a home because she was con-
cerned about losing her job. She was annoyed that she and her hus-
band couldn’t stick to the budget that they had carefully devised 
and was determined to figure out why they kept spending more than 
they had allocated and saving less, even though they faced no short-
age. Betsy told me, “The last thing that I want to do, and I think my 
husband wants to do— we don’t want to live beyond our means. We 
don’t have any form of debt, other than our mortgage. Credit card 
debt— like, we don’t do that. We spend what we have. And we like 
to have reserve. You know? Like, at the end of our last payment 
(on the renovation), we’re probably in a slightly not- comfortable 
situation for us.” Yet what she meant by “not- comfortable” was that 
if her husband lost his job (and hence his million- dollar income) 
they could live on their savings only for a year. The discomfort these 
interviewees feel is real, though the actual risk may be minimal. As I 
showed in chapter 1, worrying about money is another way to avoid 
feeling affluent.

Interviewees explicitly connected being prudent with money to 
having earned it. They said that the fact of having made the money 
themselves made them more careful with it, again contrasting it to 
inherited wealth. Lucy told me that when she and her husband had 
made a generous cash offer on their home, the seller had accepted 
it but then immediately tried to raise the price. Her husband was in-
censed and refused to pay, saying, as she recounted, “ ‘Nobody gave 
me anything. And I worked hard for every penny I’ve got. I’m not 
just some guy with a trust fund running around [the neighborhood] 
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who’s going to, you know, just throw this extra money at you.’ ” Julia, 
a stay- at- home mother, told me, of her entrepreneur husband, “It 
makes us more want to hold onto it because he worked so hard to 
make it. I know he feels this way. He’s like, ‘I worked so hard for 
this money, I don’t want to just spend it.’ And so I think I’ve kind of 
picked up on that, too. He’s worked really hard; I don’t want to just 
spend his money that he’s worked so hard for. Whereas I think if it 
was family money, [I’d be] like, ‘Oh, well, this is like a gift from the 
gods. We have this amazing thing that somebody gave us; let’s use 
it.’ ” Working hard and being prudent are twin processes that not 
only foster accumulation but also solidify its legitimacy.

Even when risk seemed remote, many people in earner families 
valued this self- disciplined ethic for its own sake and oriented them-
selves affectively toward prudence. Talia’s husband was unlikely to 
lose his job, she told me. “But,” she continued, “that’s kind of the 
mindset that we prefer to have because, you know, like he always 
says . . . Don’t get too comfortable. You always need to work hard and 
keep your nose down, and don’t feel like you’re entitled to anything, 
because that is not a good way to be. Especially in this economy, 
when there are really smart people out there who are unemployed.” 
Again Talia acknowledges here that it is not only a question of in-
telligence or hard work, given that “really smart people” are un-
employed. The “mindset” also governs feeling; although there isn’t 
much risk, Talia wants to act as if there is, and even to feel as if she’s 
not “entitled.” She sees this as a smart way to orient herself to the 
vicissitudes of the economy. Emotional self- discipline complements 
material self- discipline.

Helen told me in detail about the obstacles her immigrant parents 
had overcome to succeed in the United States in what she called 
“one of those American Dream stories” (a story she had clearly told 
before). Later in the interview she contrasted herself and her hus-
band with parents who let their children spend extravagantly. She 
said, “I feel like we have more of the values of, I think, my parents, 
who had to count every single penny. . . . And they got no gifts from 
their family. You know, moneywise, or anything. So they were very, 
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very self- made. So my mindset is from there.” Having what Helen 
calls the “mindset” of hard- working, poor immigrants is the most 
important thing, thus again invoking a particular kind of deserving 
selfhood that is disconnected from actual material privilege.

I N H E R I T O R S ,  G U I LT,  A N D  L I V I N G  U P  T O  P R I V I L E G E

Not surprisingly, the inheritors I interviewed could not draw as 
easily on meritorious discourses of hard work, independence, and 
productivity, especially when they did not also have high- paying 
jobs.13 As a consequence, in place of an affect or mindset of prudence 
in the face of risk, they were more likely to describe feeling uncom-
fortable or guilty about their wealth.14 Ellen was a financial advisor 
to many people with inherited wealth and an inheritor herself. Her 
clients were often conflicted about not having earned their wealth. 
She told me, “We live in a culture of the American Dream. [Which] 
values work and values ingenuity and self- sufficiency. . . . You know, 
‘Go build your own company and be rich, and we’re the land of op-
portunity.’ But [with] inherited wealth, money comes in, and [they 
think], ‘What did I do to get this money?’ ” Olivia, who, as we have 
seen, had grown up working- class and married an inheritor, made a 
similar point. She said, “I would say it’s harder to grow up affluent, in 
a way. Because, while I had a lot of shame about where I came from, 
like, that’s a badge of honor in American culture, to start from the 
bottom and climb your way up. . . . People look on you approvingly. 
Nobody’s going to, like, pat you on the head and say, ‘Good job,’ 
when you’re like, ‘I grew up as a child of inherited wealth.’ ”

Beatrice, an inheritor of assets of about $3 million, echoed this 
characterization. She attributed her discomfort with her inherited 
wealth to the fact that it was “so disconnected from any sort of, like, 
morally supported form of earning. It’s not like I worked hard to 
get it or was especially clever or whatever. It’s like, my grandfather 
[made an investment many years ago that unexpectedly paid off ]. 
That’s why I am where I am. . . . So there’s nothing about this story 
that has anything to do with a quality of my own that would make me 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 2:27 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



72 |  Ch a pter 2

feel a special kind of ownership over it. And maybe other people do. 
You know, people who’ve earned it themselves, not that that means 
that they deserve it, or actually even that they earned it, but that they 
got it through something that looks like labor.” Beatrice is skeptical 
that earning money actually makes people more deserving. But the 
social legitimacy of labor, and the corresponding illegitimacy of in-
heriting, has nonetheless affected her feelings about her own wealth.

Sometimes this discomfort had to do with a failure of self- 
sufficiency specifically, signaling the shame of dependency. Caroline, 
who ran a small nonprofit, had grown up in a wealthy family and was 
now married to an architect who earned about $500,000. She told 
me she felt “guilty” about “siphoning off ” some of her inheritance 
before she got married, at times when she didn’t have enough free-
lance work. She said, “It was just sort of shitty self- worth. . . . Like, 
why am I not capable of doing it on my own?” Vera primarily lived 
off the dividends from her assets of over $1 million, having lost her 
half- time consulting job, which had paid about $65,000. She told 
me, “I felt more proud of myself when I had a steady job.” She felt 
uncomfortable allowing her high- earning partner to pay for house-
hold labor, saying, “I feel like I need steady money in order to be 
able to do that. . . . If I were contributing steady earned income [to 
the household], it would put me in a morally different category.”

Many inheritors were uncomfortable talking with others in their 
lives about having inherited wealth. Some used the metaphor of 
being “in the closet” to describe hiding their wealth and “coming 
out” to indicate being more open. They also described facing judg-
ments from other people about their character and capacities based 
on stereotypes. Sara, who had inherited wealth of over $10 million, 
faced some stigma in her philanthropy- related job. She told me, “I 
feel like I have worked to overcome perceptions of, like, ‘She just 
has this job because she’s, you know, got family money.’ Or ‘She’s not 
going to work that hard, because she’s, you know, a little heiress,’ or 
whatever the preconceptions are.”

Most inheritors described feeling that they had to work for pay 
even when they did not actually need to. Sara worked in part because 
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she did not want to “be a dilettante.” She said her parents’ message 
to her and her siblings had been “ ‘You should work.’ Very much like, 
‘You need to have a job.’ . . . It definitely got drilled into us pretty 
early on that we were not to be, like, dilettantes.” Her parents had 
said, “This money is to enable you to have a job that you like. [The 
money] is to enable you to plan for any, you know, medical issues. It’s 
a fallback, but it’s not what you should be banking on.” Now, she told 
me, of herself and her husband, “I mean, we’ve run the numbers. 
We could afford to, you know, buy a house in Jackson Hole and be 
ski bums. Like, we’d feel kind of crappy about ourselves if we did 
that, you know?”

Eliana, an inheritor with over $5 million in assets (not including 
her home), told me, “A lot of guilt goes with the territory.” I asked 
if she had enough money not to have to work. She responded, “Oh, 
yeah.” She continued, “I’ve thought about it. But long enough to 
reject it, only. Because having a job is super-important. And I do 
think that’s connected to the money. That’s, like, part of my [being] 
normal thing. Is like, to hold a job. I’m a functioning member of 
society. . . . I think I’d be embarrassed if I didn’t have a job. I think 
I’d be self- conscious about that.” These responses illuminate the 
importance of paid work in constituting oneself as “a functioning 
member of society” as opposed to a dilettante. Eliana’s reference 
to being “normal” also establishes having a paid job as required for 
belonging to a community.

Proving that they could earn money was especially important 
to inheritor men. Scott, as we have seen, came from an extremely 
wealthy family. He described himself as “high on the guilt- ometer.” 
He had worked two jobs after college, even though he did not need 
the money, because “I wanted to earn more money. I wanted to be 
self- sufficient.” Scott had worked on Wall Street for several years as 
well, which frustrated Olivia, because she didn’t understand why 
he kept a job with such long hours when they had small children 
and they didn’t need the money. When I interviewed him, he had 
initiated a business venture supporting nonprofits. He told me, “I 
got a check from that business over the summer. And I was so happy. 
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It was less than one- tenth of what I’ve put into the business so far. 
But I was like, ‘Yes!’ I mean, it was still a five- digit check. And I felt 
like, ‘Okay, this is why I’m doing it.’ Like, ‘It actually can produce 
income.’ ” He added, “Also, somehow it’s important to me to get 
recognition from my family, for the stuff I’m doing. . . . And so, I 
like the idea that I’m going to pull off a coup or two, to be able to 
trumpet it to them. I think that kind of equation is factoring in. . . . I 
really want to prove myself.” Money he has earned is also symbolic 
currency, a way for Scott to show he is capable and not simply an 
incompetent inheritor who can only consume.

Donovan was an inheritor of over $10 million who had also 
worked in finance years before I interviewed him. He told me: “I’ve 
shown that I can actually earn a lot of money. In fact, I’ve shown 
that I can earn enough money to support my lifestyle. Now I choose 
not to do it, I think it would be obsessive to actually do it. But I 
think that’s why I’m much more— I’m not conflicted about it. I think 
I’m pretty comfortable with this whole money thing at this point.” 
Additionally, Donovan and Scott had both gone into independent 
entrepreneurial ventures linked to their political commitments, a 
choice Gary was also considering. I never heard women talk about 
earning a lot of money in the same way that men did, as proving 
themselves, although women did care about having a strong work 
ethic and contributing to their households. 

In making and talking about these choices, these interviewees 
drew boundaries against nonworking inheritors (“dilettantes,” in 
Sara’s words). Willa, who worked in advertising and had both in-
herited and earned wealth, positioned herself “in the middle,” as 
we have seen. When I asked if she deserved her lifestyle, she said:

I’ve worked hard for it. I mean, I was lucky enough to grow up 
with this lifestyle, so part of me is entitled enough to think that 
I deserve it. Just because I don’t know anything different. You 
know, if you ask people who grew up in the projects, they think 
that that’s where they’re going to live for the rest of their life, just 
because they’ve always lived there. I’ve always lived in something 
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that looks similar to this. But at the same time, you see, as opposed 
to my—I have a deadbeat brother who thinks he should live this 
way. But he doesn’t work. Or can’t hold a job. And at the moment, 
he’s not holding any job at all. And he doesn’t do much to help 
society, or anything like that. And so, I’m like, “Well, then, why 
would you have this?” But my husband and I work hard.

Willa begins by alluding to her hard work. Then she pivots to a sense 
that she should have her lifestyle because she doesn’t know anything 
different, almost suggesting that it is her destiny. As she invokes 
her “deadbeat brother,” however, she makes it clear that the feeling 
of being “entitled” because of always having had the money is not 
enough to make her worthy of it. Work (or something to “help so-
ciety”) is also necessary.

Caroline emphasized her “work ethic mentality” and said she 
had always “worked hard,” unlike people in her family who were 
layabouts. She said, “I mean, money ruins people. God, I’ve just 
seen it again and again and again. . . . One of my best friends in the 
world, daddy’s princess, you know, never had to work. Quit every 
time a job got tough. Hates herself. She hates herself. She just feels 
like she’s got no purpose in the world, and she spends all her time 
doing self- help stuff. Just wallowing in her ‘What’s wrong with me?’ ” 
The earning self, these stories indicate, is a healthy self as well as a 
deserving self.

Sometimes inheritors stretched the definition of work to cover 
other kinds of labor, linking themselves, by however tenuous a 
thread, to the legitimating discourse of work. As we have seen, Ni-
cole preferred to think of herself as not privileged despite her several 
million dollars in inherited wealth. She told me she sometimes felt 
guilty because she did not feel stressed about money like some of her 
friends, but she immediately deflected by adding, “It’s not like I’m 
rolling in it.” I asked her if she had any self- consciousness about her 
large apartment when people she knew with less came over, because 
others I’d spoken with had mentioned this feeling. She responded, 
“I don’t feel embarrassed. Because I did paint all the walls. I mean, 
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now they’ve been repainted by professionals.” She laughed. “I didn’t 
do the best job in the world. But, I worked— you know, I put a lot of 
elbow grease into this. This was not, like, handed to me on a platter. 
I feel like we worked for it. Through, like, physical labor.” Nicole 
interprets her having painted the walls and done other physical labor 
relevant to her renovation as the “hard work” necessary to legitimate 
her possession of the apartment.

These interviewees are not claiming that they have money be-
cause they work hard, since they know they would have it anyway. 
But work is how they make themselves worthy of their privilege.15 
Working hard means they are not illegitimately entitled. Many, 
though not all, work at jobs in the arts, nonprofits, or academia, 
which do not pay for their lifestyles. These inheritors enjoy their 
work and choose it freely. But it also seems as if they work as a way 
to legitimate spending their inherited money to support more com-
fortable lifestyles than their salaries would permit. Like spending 
reasonably, as we will see in chapter 3, requiring themselves to work 
is a way of setting limits on their own entitlements.

The earners I described earlier saw their earned money as pre-
cious, to be saved, while imagining that they would spend inherited 
money more freely. Inheritors reversed this “mental accounting”: 
they felt they had to be restrained with the money they didn’t earn, 
whereas they could spend that which they had earned.16 Nicholas, an 
inheritor who also had a salaried job, said of the money he earned, 
“I feel a little bit more entitled to blow that money.” Donovan, who 
was in a similar situation, told me, “I’m more willing to spend money 
I’ve made myself, on whatever I want to.”

Inheritors described a sense of moral obligation to spend inher-
ited money to help others rather than on themselves, which felt self- 
indulgent. Danielle had worked for years in finance but had become 
a stay- at- home mother. Both she and her husband had inherited 
wealth. She said:

Yeah, there’s a lot of complicated feelings about spending money 
you didn’t earn. Like the money we spent [to buy and renovate 
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their primary home] we earned. That was money we had earned 
at our jobs. This money [for their second home] was entirely 
windfall [from their parents]. . . . And there’s a lot of, you know, 
“Why didn’t we build a school?” or “Why didn’t we invest that 
money in some project that would help a lot of people?” Like, 
this is vanity money and we spent it in a way that makes us happy. 
Certainly there’s lots of liberal guilt about how you do that, what 
you do with that. You know?

As we have seen, Olivia felt conflicted about having access to Scott’s 
wealth because “I didn’t do anything to deserve it. Like, I didn’t earn 
it.” Given this, she spent a lot of the money that was designated as 
hers (which I will say more about in chapter 5) on helping people in 
her extended family and social network who were much less well off. 
She loved playing tennis and wanted a tennis court at their house in 
Connecticut. But, she said, “As appealing as that is, because it is just 
completely about me, I don’t know if I could ever really do it.” She 
continued, “It is one of those things where it’s just like, I want it. We 
have the land to do it. Like, why won’t I just do it? Why won’t I just 
invest the time and resources to do this thing that I love for its own 
sake? You know? [If] it’s helping somebody, it’s easy for me to spend 
money in that way. But it’s much harder when it comes to just doing 
something that’s sheerly for my pleasure.” To spend “vanity money” 
on themselves and their own pleasure rather than on helping others 
feels morally wrong and induces guilt.

Over time, these inheritors often worked on themselves and 
their emotions, trying to feel less guilty or uneasy. Gary said, “I’m 
a lot more comfortable with it now than I was fifteen years ago, for 
sure. Fifteen years ago, I think I was totally uncomfortable with it. 
And hiding it.” Like several others, Gary had spent years talking 
through these issues in therapy. Ironically, inheritors sometimes 
framed these feelings as unproductive. Janice said, “You know, I did 
some work on not feeling bad about it. It’s not really productive 
to feel bad about it.” Nadine said, “I still feel guilty about having 
money. I feel a lot less guilty than I did. Because I think guilt is 
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unproductive.” Caroline spoke with irritation about people who have 
money and feel ashamed about it, whom she saw as wallowing use-
lessly. “I just think it’s unnecessary shame. Why be ashamed? Who 
does that help? . . . And you could be getting on with utilizing what 
you have to greater effect.” Caroline suggests that feeling uncom-
fortable about having money prevents these inheritors from taking 
the worthy action of helping others and thus is a form of morally 
intolerable emotional self- indulgence— perhaps just as bad as the 
material self- indulgence the inheritors are conflicted about.

S TAY-  AT-  H O M E  M O T H E R S  A N D  
T H E  L A B O R  O F  L I F E S T Y L E

Like inheritors, “stay- at- home mothers”— known as “SAHMs”— do 
not earn the money they live on. As recently as thirty or forty years 
ago, wealthy housewives’ distance from paid labor was taken for 
granted; their primary role was to support their husbands, raise their 
children, and participate in the social and charitable organizations of 
their communities, as Susan Ostrander’s aforementioned 1984 book 
Women of the Upper Class describes.17 Although some of the women 
Ostrander interviewed wished they had had more choices, partic-
ularly the option to work for pay, the majority seemed relatively 
content with these narrow expectations and possibilities. But most 
of these women had been born before 1940 and had come of age 
before the second wave of the women’s movement. Many had not 
attended or completed college, and very few had advanced degrees.

In contrast, the women I talked with had been born mostly in the 
late 1960s and the 1970s and are part of a generation of women ex-
pected to work for pay and educated to do so. A few of the eighteen 
nonworking or minimally working women I spoke with said they had 
always wanted to leave their jobs to take care of their children.18 But 
most of them had felt some reluctance to give up their paid, profes-
sional, often quite lucrative jobs (and, as we have seen, many of them 
had earned advanced degrees that prepared them for these jobs). 
Several had not left paid work until their children were several years 
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old, and most of them had left because their high- powered corpo-
rate jobs could not accommodate part- time or flexible schedules.19 
A few had stopped working when the 2008 economic crisis hit, as 
they were laid off or their jobs were otherwise affected. Others said 
that, next to the large sums their husbands were earning, their own 
salaries did not justify their staying in the workforce.

In the absence of paid work, these women turned to what I call 
the “labor of lifestyle.” This work includes everything from basic 
household tasks such as cleaning and food preparation to child care 
and a wide variety of “consumption work,”20 such as home reno-
vation, vacation planning, and management of second (or third) 
homes. It also includes hiring and supervising paid workers in the 
home, such as nannies, housecleaners, tutors, and those involved in 
other projects, such as renovation. The labor of lifestyle also includes 
work on behalf of children, which goes far beyond simply feeding 
and clothing them to include choosing their schools, monitoring 
their progress, planning and implementing their leisure activities, 
and dealing with any health or disability issues. Many of the stay- at- 
home mothers also devoted significant amounts of time and energy 
to volunteer work, as I discuss further in chapter 4.

But this work is not typically recognized as economically or sym-
bolically valuable in the same ways that paid work is. Although tak-
ing care of children is generally seen as morally worthy, household 
labor traditionally done by women has long been viewed as econom-
ically unproductive.21 And consumption in general, historically and 
symbolically the province of women, is often associated with self- 
indulgence and the frittering away of money and time rather than 
being seen as necessary in order to reproduce families.22 For both of 
these reasons, affluent women’s labor may be especially undervalued 
because of the association of these tasks with wealth. It is hard to 
imagine taking care of a second home or planning a European vaca-
tion as “work.” Thus, like inheritors, these women confront a stereo-
type of being dilettantes.23 In fact, the risk is higher that  others will 
judge them negatively because their “not working” status is more 
obvious than the inherited wealth of inheritors who have jobs.
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I saw some of these judgments from working mothers about 
those who did not work for pay. Willa told me, of stay- at- home 
mothers: “It’s amazing how you can fill the day with lots of things. . . . 
Renovations, decorators, going shopping, having lunch with your 
friends, going to the gym, going to Pilates, going to a masseuse, hav-
ing acupuncture. I mean, there are a lot of ways you can fill your day. 
I find most of them to be quite vapid. Oh, you’ve got to get your hair 
blown out. That’s another one.” Lisa, an executive with a household 
income of $600,000, told me, “If we go to a party and the husbands 
are there, inevitably I’m talking to the husbands . . . [about] some 
kind of business thing. And the women— I can’t really talk to them 
about that stuff. You’re talking about your workout. They work out, 
like, five hours a day. Oh my God. I don’t work out five hours a day! 
You know?”

Furthermore, staying at home goes against the culturally power-
ful idea that women can and should work for pay, as well as their 
own professional preparation and experience. Susan, a parenting 
therapist I interviewed, told me, “You have some people who are so 
wealthy in New York that they can stay home and they just take care 
of their kids, and that’s great. But then they also feel so guilty that 
they’re wasting their degrees. . . . They feel so ‘less than.’ ” Later, she 
said, “They feel that they’re not doing anything. That there’s nothing 
productive that they’re doing.”

In the absence of paid jobs, the stay- at- home mothers I talked 
with tended to try to convince themselves (and me) that their activ-
ities legitimately counted as work and that their consumption was 
productive. To do this they needed to draw on multiple discourses 
of legitimate work— as mothers, especially— but also on allusions 
to their own busyness and productivity, as well as to their own paid 
work in the past and that of their husbands in the present. I found 
this among women of color as well as white women, despite his-
torical variation in the relationship of women in these categories to 
paid work.24

Stephanie, as we have seen, was adamant that hard work was 
important and that poor people did not work hard enough. She and 
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her husband had an annual income of about half a million dollars 
(plus her husband’s significant equity in his business). They owned 
an apartment in New York City and two other properties, for a total 
value of about $8 million. Like Paul, quoted at the beginning of the 
chapter, Stephanie equated hard work with deservingness. When 
I asked, “Do you feel like you deserve the lifestyle that you have?” 
she immediately responded, “Hell, yeah. I work my ass off.” She 
then continued:

Other than having a wonderful place to escape on the weekends 
[her second home], I don’t, like, spend my days going to get my 
hair done, and go shopping, and have lunch with my friends. 
Some days I feel like, what did I get done today? I feel like I never 
get anywhere. ’Cause I take my son to school in the morning. By 
the time I get home from that, it’s 9:30. And then already, I’m 
leaving five hours later to go pick him up. And in between all 
that time, I’m cleaning the house, doing the laundry, going food 
shopping, dealing with stuff on the phone. . . . I don’t indulge 
myself at all.

Stephanie elucidates her own hard work in the household while 
drawing strong boundaries against images of women who simply 
consume rather than producing anything. Again we see the rejection 
of self- indulgence, which she counterposes to morally legitimate 
productivity.

In particular, Stephanie emphasized her labor as a mother. She 
told me proudly that she had not hired a babysitter until her son 
was a year old, saying, “I had a kid because I wanted a kid, not so I 
could hand him over to somebody else.” She spoke disparagingly of 
mothers she knew who “can’t believe that they have to get through 
a weekend, because their nanny can’t come.” She highlighted her 
domestic (i.e., productive) labor, telling me, “I’m a big hit at school 
with the cookies. They’re just all beautifully, intricately decorated.” 
She also refused to purchase a Halloween costume for her child. She 
asked rhetorically, “What kind of mom am I if I buy you a costume?” 
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Stephanie devalues the commodification of both maternal labor 
(by denigrating paid child care) and goods like cookies and Hal-
loween costumes; she thereby symbolically revalues her own unpaid 
labor, which cannot be done by anyone else and still have the same 
meaning.

Alexis was a stay- at- home mother with a second home in the 
Hamptons. When I asked if she felt she “deserved” her lifestyle, she 
responded, “Deserve? I don’t feel guilty about it. I don’t know if 
deserve is the right word, but I feel like, even though I’m not making 
money now, I was, like— I mean, I’m a smart person. I mean, I’m 
taking care of our children. Yeah, I don’t feel, you know, guilty about 
that at all.” Here Alexis reaches for several different legitimations. 
First, her previous paid work in finance, for which she had earned 
an MBA; second, her intelligence; and third, her care for the chil-
dren. Like Stephanie, and unlike Paul, she needs to bring in multiple 
legitimations beyond paid work, though it is to paid work that she 
turns first.

Stephanie and Alexis were unusual among my interviewees in 
linking these discourses quite forcefully to their own entitlement. 
Other women I interviewed struggled more to cast their maternal 
and family labor as legitimate. I asked Ursula, for example, what she 
did on an “average” day, and then immediately clarified by asking 
what she had done the day before. She responded, “This is a very 
bad example, wouldn’t you say? Both kids are in camp, and it’s the 
middle of the summer. I feel like if I told you what I did yesterday it 
would be very—  it would not be telling of a regular day.” I answered, 
somewhat confused, “I don’t know, would it? It depends on what it 
was.” Ursula recounted, “I had nothing to do! So I went for a facial. I 
met a friend for lunch. I went shopping. And then I planned a dinner. 
My son came home [from camp], and I took him to the park. We 
played ball. . . . So he was back at 5 and we played from 5 to 6. And 
then we watched the Olympics! For three hours. But I do think it 
was— that’s not my normal day.”

Ursula was unwilling to describe this day, which had all the hall-
marks of the “ladies- who- lunch” stereotype, as “average.” When I 
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asked her how she would describe a day when the kids were around, 
she emphasized a much more “laborious” day: “If [they are] in school 
I have a very different schedule. I take them to school. We leave 
the house at like 7:30 in the morning. I have to be dressed, I have 
to give them breakfast, I have no help at that time. . . . When I’m at 
school, I often volunteer for various [tasks]. . . . I spend a lot of time 
in the school. I come back, I have reams of paperwork that needs 
to get done. You know, the two homes, all the stuff that’s going on 
in school. I manage other things like I just told you about the [kids’ 
activities].” This day, as Ursula describes it, involves a lot of work, 
including volunteering, child- related tasks, and the labor of main-
taining the family’s two homes. Like Stephanie, Ursula represents 
the work of caring for children as especially legitimate— so her con-
ception of herself as working hard is challenged when the children 
are not in school.

Like Ursula and Stephanie, other nonearning women drew 
boundaries against the ladies- who- lunch stereotype. Allison told me 
that after she worked out in the mornings, she spent her days paying 
bills, going grocery shopping, doing cleaning or household projects 
with her housekeeper, organizing the kids’ schedules, and volunteer-
ing at three different organizations. She differentiated herself from 
the friends she worked out with by saying: “They don’t even pay 
bills. They don’t do anything to support their house. All they do is 
take care of their kids, and work out. [I do] all this stuff— like, I book 
all our family vacations. I do all this stuff. I manage, like, everything 
that comes to this house. These guys don’t have to do all that. . . . 
Their husbands do all of it. [The mothers] just manage their kids’ 
schedules, and their workout schedules.” Allison further critiqued 
these friends for working out two or three times a day, having coffee, 
and then going shopping. (Although she accompanied them doing 
these activities, it was only “once or twice a month. But not, like, 
every day.”) Like others I interviewed, Allison is working to draw 
distinctions that cast her own time as being spent in consumption 
that contributes to the household rather than consumption that is 
self- indulgent and unproductive.
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Some women explicitly framed their labor, from child care to 
renovation, as a “job” or used other business analogies and eco-
nomic equivalents. Several women told me they were “the CEO of 
the household.” Maya’s husband traveled a lot for work and did very 
little child care, even on the weekends. She said, “The way I’ve come 
to grips with it is, I have the nanny during the week, and so I can 
do my own things during the week. But that is balancing that with 
everything else. I feel like, when you put all of my stuff together, I 
kind of feel like I have a full- time job. Now of course, you know, I 
get to go to the gym and I get to do other fun things. But it just feels 
like [a job].” Maya acknowledges that her work is not like a job in 
that she can go to the gym and have fun. But she seems to dismiss 
this freedom, which contradicts the rest of her claim, even as she 
acknowledges it.

David, an interior designer I interviewed, worked with many 
affluent female clients in their forties. He said, “I see a lot in New 
York how . . . we’re all raised with, like, ‘Okay, women can do the 
same things that men can do.’ But yet they might have been success-
ful career people, but for whatever reason, they’re not any more. 
Probably it’s financial, they don’t really need to work. But there’s 
this desire to, like, make the house building and designing like their 
full- time job. . . . They really view it as their job. You know? So, say 
for instance, if you have a highly functioning woman who’s had a 
career, gotten married, had the kids, and then now has four houses 
that they’re redesigning or building one after the other, it really be-
comes like a job for them, because it takes so much time.”

Assigning financial worth to this time and effort made it more 
like “real work.” Danielle, the inheritor and former banker men-
tioned earlier who felt guilty about spending “vanity money,” told 
me, “Earning your own money is validating. Somebody’s paying you 
for what you’re doing.” Following this logic of validation, she and her 
husband had calculated “what it would cost to replace” her domestic 
labor. She said, “It’s a sizable amount.” She laughed. “You know, 
between babysitting, tutoring, housecleaning, cooking— what does 
that add up to in people hours? And it’s not what I [earned before], 
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but it’s a bunch of money.” In fact, Danielle had rearranged the fam-
ily’s investments to produce dividends, from which she paid herself 
a salary of $48,000 for this work, which she used for family and 
personal expenses.25 She also spoke of her children jokingly as her 
“two very small clients” and made an analogy between the research 
she used to do as part of her work in finance and the research she had 
done for her renovation. Susan, the parenting therapist, told me that 
the women she worked with who were “in the best shape” emotion-
ally were those “who really value what they’re doing” (taking care 
of children). She said they felt best when “they’re really feeling like 
‘What I do is worth huge amounts of money.’ ”

Some of these women associated themselves with paid labor in 
other ways. Some attached themselves symbolically to the hard work 
and upward mobility of others, especially husbands and immigrant 
parents. Lucy told me, “I grew up in an upper- middle- class family, ab-
solutely. But my mother was an immigrant. She came with  nothing. . . . 
My father paid for everything himself. He put himself through college. 
You know, like, my family was all about hard work and merit and 
hustle.” Or, like Alexis, quoted previously, several women mentioned 
the paid work they had done in the past. Danielle said, “I think maybe 
because I had worked and I feel pretty confident about that, I don’t 
really care when people ask me, ‘What do you do?’ I say ‘I’m at home, 
I’m not working. I’m a retired banker.’ ” Helen, quoted previously as 
having the prudent “mindset” of her immigrant parents, also said, 
“And I feel like, you know, I worked for my money, so I know what 
that’s like.” Helen also suggests that knowing what it is like to work for 
money matters in terms of having the right “mindset” even when one 
no longer actually receives a salary. That is, one can have the deserving 
selfhood of hard work without actually doing such work.

PA I D  L A B O R  A N D  S E L F -  S U F F I C I E N C Y

Framing the labor of lifestyle as a legitimate, time- consuming job 
raised questions for these women about what it meant to pay others 
to do household and child- related work. All the families in which 
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one partner did not work for pay employed housecleaners, and inter-
viewees seemed to take for granted that they would not do this kind 
of work themselves. But some women struggled over the choice to 
hire nannies, and most were conflicted about paying for other kinds 
of labor such as that of personal assistants, personal chefs, or night 
nurses. In some cases, as I have suggested, part of this ambivalence 
came from discomfort over class inequality with these workers. But 
many also felt that they should do this work themselves, especially 
when it came to mothering.

For example, Teresa commented, “You feel like you’re not as per-
fect if you have help.” She had had health problems when her daugh-
ter was an infant and had been convinced to hire a baby nurse. She 
told me, “I fought that one tooth and nail. You feel like you have to pay 
your dues. . . . I felt like, you know, who am I to have a night nurse? It 
felt like [I was] almost a failure as a woman.” Like all the other women 
she knew who had hired baby nurses, she thought, “That’s ridiculous; 
I should be able to do it myself.” When her mother- in- law offered to 
help with the kids, Teresa resisted, thinking, as she put it, “I should 
be able to do it all. My house shouldn’t be a mess, I shouldn’t have 
clutter on the table, you know.” This desire to “do it all” without help 
is another iteration of the value placed on self- sufficiency.

These mothers also described paid labor as facilitating their own 
unpaid work rather than as enabling them to avoid it.26 For instance, 
Zoe said, “I have a nanny that helps me out. And she’ll come, maybe 
take them out in the morning so I could go to the supermarket, or go 
do an errand, or [go to a] doctor’s appointment, or whatever.” Zoe 
indicates that the nanny is only allowing Zoe to complete essential 
household and personal tasks, not enabling her to indulge herself 
in other ways. These women also emphasized that the nanny would 
take care of one child while they took the other(s). Lucy said she 
spent nearly all her time with her kids. She qualified, “I do have a 
babysitter. But I’ve got three kids. . . . It doesn’t happen that often 
that I’m not with at least one of them.” Lucy and Zoe frame their use 
of time as productive even though it is unpaid, distancing themselves 
from the stereotype of unproductive dilettantes.
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Alexis said, “It’s not like we’re sitting on the sidelines. You know. 
There’s always dishes to be done, and laundry, and— you know. So, 
believe me, I know plenty of women do it all by themselves. And I 
know that I could, obviously, if I had to.” But later in the interview 
she asked me if I thought she was a “total snob” for hiring a lot of 
child care. When I asked her to define snob she said, “Like, I don’t 
know. Spoiled. That I’m not working now, and I have all this help.” 
Her use of the words “snob” and “spoiled” implies that she is illegiti-
mately using labor to which she should not be entitled. As we will see 
in chapter 5, this question also loomed in conflicts with her husband 
about how much paid labor was too much.

These stay- at- home mothers compared themselves to working 
mothers who could, they imagined, “do it all.” Maya had hired a per-
sonal chef to come once a week to cook meals that the family would 
eat over the course of a few days. She told me, “The chef definitely 
feels like something I don’t talk about a lot, because it’s almost em-
barrassing. With the moms at school, I find it embarrassing. With 
our social circle [comprising primarily high- earning men married to 
stay- at- home women], I think it’s fine. But with the moms at school 
[who worked for pay] it does feel a little silly, extravagant.” She de-
scribed friends with kids who also had jobs and/or who had no child 
care. Of one friend she said, “She does it all. She doesn’t get time to 
exercise, her house might not be as immaculate as mine is, things 
like that. So I feel silly talking about being tired or being stressed 
given all the help I have. So I’m careful about that. Right? I mean I 
feel like with those folks, they’re making it all happen, and to them 
[I’ll] say, ‘Oh, and I have this chef ’? It’s like, what the fuck?” Again, 
as I discussed in chapter 1, not talking about these issues with people 
in different situations is one strategy for avoiding discomfort with it.

Maya also felt that these women, as well as her old friends “from 
when I was working,” would think that having “help” in the house 
when she was not working was “crazy.” But, she immediately coun-
tered, as if to an imaginary critic, “None of my friends are 40 with 
[such young children]. They all had kids younger, and the husbands 
all came home [in the evening, to help with the kids]. Or if their 
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husbands didn’t come home they didn’t expect a home- cooked meal. 
And my husband is quite picky about what he eats.” Asserting the 
ways in which she is different from these other mothers legitimates 
Maya’s “need” for the personal chef, as well as the full- time nanny, 
thereby assuaging her discomfort with it.

I did not speak to any heterosexual men who were “stay- at home 
dads” and spoke to only one father who did not work for pay. Richard 
was a gay man without a paying job, married to a financier. He did 
sometimes feel bad about not having paid work, telling me, “New 
York City’s so much about work. And people define themselves 
through their work. You know, ‘What do you do?’ And sort of, ‘I do 
this.’ And having children doesn’t seem to count. You know. It’s like, 
‘Oh, fine. You have kids. But what do you do?’ ” However, in contrast 
to the women I spoke with, Richard expressed no conflict about hir-
ing a full- time nanny and a baby nurse around the clock for their 
infant. He said, “I think we were just each honest with ourselves. We 
didn’t want to give up a certain freedom, or certain involvements. . . . 
And also, having a woman’s presence also [is good], right? So it just 
makes sense for us. And if we can afford it, it feels like a worthwhile 
thing to spend money on.” Though Richard mentions the desire for 
a “woman’s presence” in the baby’s life, he does not describe having 
the nanny as allowing him to do more lifestyle work. Instead he feels 
comfortable using that time for his own “freedom” and “other involve-
ments.” Although the gendered expectation of paid work weighs on 
him, the gendered stigma associated with using paid labor does not.

R E T U R N I N G  T O  PA I D  W O R K ?

These conflicts about the value of unpaid labor also emerged when I 
asked them about returning to paid work. Again, these women were 
highly educated, and almost all had had lucrative jobs prior to or 
even after having children. Several liked earning their own money. 
Others spoke about the intellectual challenges of their jobs or said 
they missed the camaraderie of the workplace. Some wanted an 
identity beyond mothering.
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But, most important in terms of the morally legitimate status of 
paid work, they wanted to be “productive” and to “contribute” to the 
household, which seemed to mean earning money. Julia, a mother 
of two married to an entrepreneur, said, “I keep wondering about 
[going back to work], just ’cause my kids are getting older. I’m like, 
well, I’m not going to be a housewife forever. It’s not my personality 
to just have the kids go to school and still not do anything. I’m not 
the person that goes and gets my hair done and my nails. I just don’t 
do that. . . . I’d want to be productive and bringing something in. 
And so I’ve really been trying to figure out what that next thing is 
going to be.” Julia distances herself from the stereotype of the stay- at- 
home mother as the unproductive, self- indulgent consumer. While 
it feels legitimate to her to be taking care of her kids while they are 
small, she doesn’t want to “not do anything” or to focus only on her 
appearance.

Although these women also try to value their unpaid labor sym-
bolically, the idea of contributing financially is still powerful. As we 
will see in chapter 5, sometimes the value of the unpaid “contribu-
tion” becomes a bone of contention between husbands and stay- 
at- home wives. Yet despite these women’s desire to contribute, the 
lack of economic necessity meant that their standards for paid work 
were high. They did not want work that was too time- consuming 
or inflexible. Most did not want to go back to reporting to a boss or 
serving demanding clients; some were not interested in returning 
to the corporate world. Some women said they would probably 
just continue to volunteer, which gave them the same social and 
intellectual rewards as work, without the money. Others imagined 
starting a business; a few talked about tutoring or otherwise work-
ing with kids. But it seemed unlikely that most would return to 
full- time paid work.

Here, again, the possibility of cultivating a hard- working self in 
the absence of actual paid work arose. Lucy was happy being at home 
with her small children, but she was thinking about the “next step.” 
Partly, she wanted to work for pay because “I need another way to 
fulfill myself.” And, she added, “there’s also kind of just showing a 
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work ethic, I think, to my kids.” On the other hand, she thought 
she herself had a good work ethic even though her mother had not 
worked outside the home. She said, “I’m very committed. I’m a great 
worker. I’m loyal. You know, I get what it means to get up every 
day and do that. I totally get that. But my mother never worked. So 
I got that somehow in a house without my mother working.” This 
notion leaves the door open for her not to work but still to be able 
to instill a solid work ethic in her children, which is a crucial part of 
being a good mother. Again, in a sense the mindset matters more 
than the work itself, because one’s identity as a worker who “get[s] 
what it means to get up every day and do that” can be split off from 
one’s actual work.

The idea of productive work looms large for these affluent New 
Yorkers. Some interviewees— those with a lot of earned wealth— 
use it as an empirical explanation of privilege (“I have what I 
have because I worked hard”). Many also recognize the role of 
luck, though rarely that of structural advantages. But, more im-
portant, hard work is a key element of inhabiting the worthy self 
for everyone I spoke with (“I deserve what I have because I work 
hard”). The most legitimate work is paid work, especially highly 
paid work, which is tied not only to effort but to individual self- 
sufficiency. Even the notion of being financially “at risk,” while 
anxiety- producing, reinforces this idea of individual (usually male) 
responsibility.27 The people I talked to who are more distant from 
paid work struggle with feelings of guilt, unworthiness, and de-
pendency rather than anxiety. They create symbolic proximity to 
paid labor by alluding to work they have done in the past, that 
other people close to them do, or that they know how to do. To 
understand that work matters, to be able to work, and to be pru-
dent can form part of a “mindset” of the deserving self even in the 
absence of paid work.

At the same time, to be hard- working is not the only feature 
of the deserving self. We have already seen here that the concept 
of hard work is twinned with that of prudence. Both are forms of 
disciplined— rather than self- indulgent— action. Together, these 
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behaviors legitimate accumulation, not by indicating that one is 
chosen by God, as in the Protestant ethic, but by indicating that 
one is morally worthy. Chapter 3 develops the idea of prudence as 
it fits into a narrative of reasonable spending for earners, inheritors, 
and stay- at- home parents alike.
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“A VERY EXPENSIVE 
ORDINARY LIFE”

C O N F L I C T E D  C O N S U M P T I O N

Gary is a downward- oriented inheritor of wealth with assets of 
well over $10 million. He is an academic, and his wife runs her own 
small business; their young children attend a highly ranked public 
school. He and his wife own and have renovated both a brownstone 
in Brooklyn and a second home in upstate New York. Gary told me 
about an incident with the contractor on his renovation, who had 
ordered “one of those really fancy, big stoves.” He continued:

And so we said to him, “No, we’re going to put in a regular stove.” 
You know. Painted porcelain, whatever they are. I don’t know. 
Part of that was, we’re not going to [do] this big price thing. But 
part of it was very much about not ending up with the kitchen 
that looked like the luxury kitchen. You know, by the baseline 
comparative points of where our friends and colleagues live, the 
fact that our kitchen [is big], and it looks out on the yard, and 
it’s lovely, it is already a really, really nice kitchen. But it’s not 
a really nice kitchen that has really, really, like, top of the line 
[appliances]. I grew up with a stove. A regular stove. It gets hot. 
It still heats up the pots.

Gary went on, “It’s almost like I can hear my grandmother, on my 
father’s side, saying this kind of thing. She was a big influence, by the 
way. You know, the message of ‘That big shot, Mr. Rockefeller, still 
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has to get up in the morning and put his pants on.’ ” Gary invokes his 
grandmother as someone whose down- to- earth attitude influenced 
him to stay focused on function, to remember the basics rather than 
getting distracted by unnecessary bells and whistles.

Gary also told me that he and his wife and kids “have, by far, the 
most expensive ordinary life of everybody that we know.” He con-
tinued, “You know, it’s almost like we’re making an effort to live, or 
appear to live, a pretty ordinary life. But, I mean, I’m sure our life 
costs ten times more than kids— not the kids in the projects. The 
other professional upper- middle- class families whose kids [are in 
school with ours].” In talking about the expenses of this life, he men-
tioned his mother- in- law’s nursing home costs, amounting to over 
$200,000 per year, and summer camp for his kids, which had cost 
over $20,000. Asked to elaborate on what he meant by an “ordinary 
life,” Gary said, “Ordinary in the sense of, we don’t own a car. . . . 
That we expect the kids to clean their dishes. We don’t go to Vail at 
every chance to ski. Probably even more important than that is a 
deep commitment to be part of the community. [My wife] has often 
served as a class parent at school. I do nonprofit board work. Which 
you could say is the provenance of privilege. Or you could say it’s an 
avenue of commitment to community. Or both.”

Gary was especially thoughtful and straightforward about both 
his privilege and his family’s consumption. But, although they might 
have left off the word “expensive,” most of those I interviewed 
were, to use his words, “making an effort to live, or appear to live, 
a pretty ordinary life”: a life focused locally on kids, homes, and 
family time.1 Regardless of whether they faced up or down in terms 
of the self- positioning that I described in chapter 1, these affluent 
consumers shared the desire to see their consumption as “normal” 
and reasonable rather than as excessive or materialistic. They also 
described themselves as obeying the imperative of prudence paired 
with hard work that we saw in the previous chapter by setting limits 
on consumption. They talked about making most decisions on the 
basis of family and children’s needs— basic needs they framed as 
common to all, regardless of class. And they expressed discomfort 
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with visibility and display. All my respondents criticized ostentation, 
drawing strong boundaries against showing wealth, just as they drew 
boundaries against talking about it.

Thus my interviewees construct themselves as worthy people not 
only because of their hard work but also because of their consump-
tion choices. Their discourses tie the “worth” of the spending to the 
moral “worth” of the person.2 In framing their consumption in these 
ways, my interviewees symbolically situate themselves as part of the 
morally upstanding American middle class. Here they “aspire to the 
middle” not in the distributional sense I discussed in chapter 1— how 
they locate themselves in relation to others— but rather in the affec-
tive sense of having the habits and desires of the middle class. Many 
struggle with what exactly it means to live reasonably, and nearly all 
describe becoming comfortable spending more money over time. 
But regardless of what their lifestyles actually look like, they try to 
preserve their self- definition as “ordinary” consumers.

R E A S O N A B L E  C O N S U M P T I O N  A N D  B A S I C  N E E D S

One way my respondents maintained this sense of ordinariness was 
to associate their expenditures with family life, children’s needs, and 
having a “normal” lifestyle. As Olivia told me, “I think we’re normal 
people, we buy normal things. We do normal things.” Talia, as we 
have seen, is a stay- at- home mother whose husband earns about 
$500,000 per year in finance. She told me, “We have a pretty normal 
existence.” Asked what that meant, she responded, “Just like, it’s 
not— I don’t know. Like dinners at home with the family. The kids 
eat, we give them their bath, we read stories. It’s not like we’re out 
at, like, Balthazar. . . . Out in [our summer rental] our life is really 
very— it’s very much like any other kid who lives in the suburbs. And 
you know, [in the city] we walk to school every morning. And you 
know, it’s fun. It’s like a real neighborhood existence.” By contrasting 
herself to those who dine at (fancy) Balthazar and alluding to family 
dinners and walking to school, Talia implies that she and her fam-
ily are the same as any other family. Being “normal” thus comes to 
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mean sharing priorities common to the (implicitly “middle- class”) 
majority rather than consuming luxury goods or experiences.

Nadine and her partner, who lived primarily on Nadine’s family 
wealth, had lost money in the economic crisis, and their renovation 
had cost much more than they had expected. As a result, they had 
had to re- evaluate their spending, which they lowered from around 
$19,000 per month to $16,000. When I asked what they had elimi-
nated, Nadine said, “Just, like, anything extra. I mean, there wasn’t 
that much extra. It sounds ridiculous [to say that], because sixteen 
thousand a month is so much. But, like, most of that is, like, house, 
school, child care, bills. I mean, things that are sort of fixed.” Nadine 
uses the word “ridiculous” to show she recognizes that $16,000 is 
a lot of money, but she immediately justifies these “fixed” expendi-
tures by framing them as the basic essentials of family living— a very 
expensive ordinary life.

Similarly, in conversations specifically about homebuying and 
renovation, respondents typically referred to wanting light, space, 
room for kids, accommodations for visiting parents, or a layout that 
suited their family’s habits. For example, Maya, the stay- at- home 
mother who described her work as a “job,” said of her house hunt: 
“View was not important. Light was important, space was impor-
tant, being near a park was important.” She also wanted a summer 
house “because we don’t have a back yard” in the city. Chaz, a cor-
porate lawyer, told me he and his wife had chosen their $3 million 
apartment because it had quiet bedrooms so their young children 
could sleep, was near a park so the kids could play, and was in a 
building with a doorman for safety. Ursula’s renovation had com-
bined three prewar apartments; she emphasized family needs when 
she explained the combination by saying the original New York City 
apartments were “not built for families.”

When I asked one respondent with a household income of about 
$2 million if she had done anything extravagant in their home ren-
ovation, she responded, “I mean, this is how pathetic this answer’s 
going to be. The fact that we have two sets of washer- dryers. That 
was my big, like, go crazy moment. Yeah. Of course, we did not 
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need to have two.” When she showed me the second laundry room, 
she said, “This is my extravagance.” It is not entirely clear whether 
she thinks her choice is “pathetic” because it implies she values do-
mestic duties or because it is not extreme enough to be considered 
“extravagant.” But either way, the assertion denies illegitimate excess 
by connecting it to an ordinary need.

By the same token, many of those I talked with asserted that they 
would be fine living with less. Talia, whose renovation had com-
bined two apartments in Manhattan, said, “I don’t have needs that 
would require— like, I just want to have food on the table for my 
kids.” Alexis said, “I mean, if [her husband] said to me, ‘We can’t 
have the two houses anymore, we can’t afford this, we have to make 
some changes,’ then we would. You know. I hate to see him feeling 
stressed.” Kate, Nadine’s partner, told me, “If all this were to go away 
tomorrow, I don’t think I’d actually be— maybe I’m wrong; check 
back with me if something happens— but I don’t think I’d be totally 
crushed. I think I’d be like, “Oh, well, we have to change things a lot 
and dig up that tuna casserole recipe and move on.”

Thus something about not “really” needing the more comfort-
able aspects of an affluent lifestyle makes having the lifestyle more 
legitimate. This is another aspect of the legitimately privileged self 
in which, if privilege is not required, it becomes more acceptable. 
It is related to denying a feeling of entitlement, as I discussed in the 
previous chapter, and alludes to a capacity to work if necessary. The 
“real” self that is elucidated here is not dependent on this affluent 
lifestyle.

L I M I T S  A N D  P R U D E N C E

We have seen that some of these consumers invoked the wealth of 
the New York City super-rich to cast themselves as “in the middle” 
and asserted, “In New York City, we’re not wealthy.” Similarly, 
many attributed the large amounts they spent (which they often 
called “ridiculous” or “crazy”) to the high cost of living in the city, 
implying that they didn’t have much choice. They lamented that 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 2:27 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



“A V ery Ex pensi v e Or dina ry Life” | 97

family members who lived in other cities or suburban areas did not 
understand life in New York and thus thought them more privi-
leged or extravagant than they actually were. Nicole, as we have 
seen, was an upward- oriented photographer with a household 
income of about $400,000 and assets of about $2.5 million. She 
told me: “What I say to [my husband] is like, ‘You can’t talk about 
what we pay for things to your family outside of the city. ’Cause 
they will not understand. They’ll think that we are the craziest 
people in the world. And we’re not. We’re, like, totally normal 
people. But, like, no one should be paying this much money for 
anything. You know? So, just don’t tell them.’ ” She was incensed 
that her husband’s ascetic parents thought she was “a consumer” 
(which clearly had a negative connotation) because she felt they 
were judging her as a spendthrift for using money in ways that were 
necessary in New York, including paying her mortgage, condo fees, 
and private- school tuition.

My respondents also emphasized the minimalist or frugal ele-
ments of their consumption. Nadine said, “I don’t shop, you know? 
I wear the same stuff pretty much every day. I wear the same pair 
of shoes every day.” Several women mentioned buying clothing at 
inexpensive stores such as Target, Kohl’s, and Costco or at discount 
outlets. Other respondents gleefully recounted bargains they had 
picked up. Wendy, a corporate lawyer, had snagged a used $1,000 
stroller for $100, which she “felt good” about; Beatrice, a nonprofit 
executive, had gotten a $20,000 dining table for $6,000. They told 
me about buying a used car or driving the same car for many years. 
Stephanie emphasized to me that she bought her clothes at outlets 
such as Zara and H&M; she also recounted in detail the ways she had 
saved money on her home renovation. David, an interior designer 
whose clients were of the same class as my respondents, told me, 
“Always, for every job, I always throw in Ikea and Crate and Barrel 
pieces. They love that. It makes them feel better.” I asked, “Because 
it makes them feel like they’re economizing?” He replied, “Yes.” In 
contrast to this talk of bargains, none of my respondents ever high-
lighted the price of something because it was high.
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These specific consumer choices are linked to my respondents’ 
broader framing of themselves as economically prudent, which I 
described in chapter 2. Nicole said, “We don’t take fancy vacations. 
We’re pretty frugal about, kind of, everything. You know? We don’t 
buy stuff.” Paul described his wife as “the woman who will price 
check, and this is not an exaggeration, Target versus Costco. It’s 
what she does. And so while she comes from money and likes nice 
things, she’s very prudent about what she [spends].” Chaz, the cor-
porate lawyer, said of the renovation he and his wife had done, “I’m 
sure there’s people that want to put gold plating on their ceiling, but 
they’re not going to get that in return [when they sell] the apartment. 
I mean, we wanted to do whatever we think we could do within 
reason. And we absolutely did not have an unlimited budget, to do 
whatever we wanted in the apartment. I think it was within reason. 
And there was plenty of things that we thought we wanted to do, 
and decided, “Forget it.” Those who had bought high- end stoves, 
ovens, and refrigerators in kitchen renovation often described these 
as being necessary for resale value, even when they had no plans to 
sell the property.

Willa, who had both inherited wealth and annual household 
earnings of about $2 million, told me proudly that her architect had 
said she was one of his only clients “who keeps to a strict budget.” 
She said, “I feel we’re in a very comfortable position, where we do 
what we want. But we don’t live extravagantly— certainly don’t live 
beyond our means, at all. . . . I mean, particularly now that [her hus-
band’s job is uncertain], like, we’re just kind of stockpiling a lot of 
things, and, like, not going on vacation, and not doing big stuff.” Yet 
she continued by recognizing that this practice primarily reinforced 
a mindset of prudence rather than actually making much of a differ-
ence in their financial situation. “But I mean, the reality is, like— the 
percentage that we would spend of what we have is relatively small. 
But it’s just the perception, I think, to us, of like, you know, this is 
not the time to go on vacation.”

The “mindset” of prudence establishes limits on consumption; 
like the mindset of hard work, it characterizes a disciplined self. 
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Some earners felt critical of others in their lives who could not get 
their spending under control, thus failing to enact such discipline. 
For example, Justin, the finance entrepreneur, described himself as 
“highly organized” in his personal finances. He contrasted himself 
to his spendthrift sister, to whom he had often lent money. He said, 
“I have this feeling, like, if I wrote a check for one million dollars 
and gave it to my sister, it would be gone. She would need one point 
five. Like, it would never— she’s insatiable. A lot of people are.” In 
contrast, he said, “I’m a disciplined person.”

They also reacted negatively when it seemed that others might 
be judging them for spending too much. As I mentioned in chapter 1, 
Karen feared that her neighbors and friends might think it was “too 
profligate” that she and her husband were renovating. Speaking of 
one neighbor who had asked them how they could afford to do it, she 
described his habit of spending a lot on eating out and entertainment 
as a way of explaining why she might have saved more money. She 
also added defensively, “I mean, they have more stuff at their garage 
sale than we have in our house.”

To women, spending on themselves was morally suspect, espe-
cially in terms of clothing, accessories, and body labor. They tended 
to highlight doing their own nails and their own hair, and they tended 
to pay for services such as spider vein removal, Botox injections, or 
Invisalign orthodontics with their own money, not funds from the 
family coffers. Sometimes they kept these expenditures secret from 
their husbands, marking them as illegitimate. Miriam, for example, 
said she didn’t want her husband to know what she spent on having 
her hair cut and colored, although he had tried to find out. She spent 
“more than I should,” she said, adding that he would be “shocked” if 
he knew how much. The reasonableness of these needs was some-
times a source of conflict between nonearning women and their 
husbands, as I show in chapter 5.

The only consistently legitimate exception to the rule of frugality 
was spending on children. In keeping with their emphasis on family, 
my respondents almost universally spoke of kids’ needs as worth 
spending money on. Wendy, who generally watched her spending 
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closely, had hired a full- time nanny for her daughter when she went 
back to work. She said that daycare was “a much cheaper option, 
but we felt strongly that having a nanny would be better for her, and 
we just felt like it’s safer and we were more comfortable with it. . . . 
When she was a tiny baby it was just hard to imagine not having a 
one- on- one situation where someone could always be picking her 
up and holding her, when she was really little. And I think that chil-
dren who don’t have a one- on- one caregiver at that age probably 
turn out perfectly fine, but I really wasn’t willing to take the risk for 
my kid, since we had the money to have someone just focus on her.” 
Many moms took for granted that they would buy organic food for 
children, although they often said the cost was “ridiculous,” such as 
the $300– $600 per week that Zoe told me she spent at the grocery 
store. The fact that they are shopping for their children justifies the 
spending of money they would not want to say they had spent on 
themselves.

Richard was one of the few respondents who acknowledged the 
allusion to family needs as a form of justification. He said that the 
reason for the renovation he and his husband had done to their 
home was that they had a baby on the way, and then he immedi-
ately referred to that claim as a “story.” I asked him why, and he 
responded:

I think, in order to undertake a big renovation, I think for just 
me and [his husband], it didn’t feel somehow justified. Like, I 
felt the need to justify. Which I think is sort of a personality tic 
of mine. . . . But you know, in terms of undertaking renovation, 
the expense and the strain involved. And the stress. I kind of felt 
like we should have a good reason to do it. A good reason for 
ourselves, and also a good reason for the world, kind of. I mean, 
sure, we could have done all this just for me and [him]. But it kind 
of would have been like, “Well, we don’t really need to do it.” So 
I think the kid provided the need, and the justification, and then 
it became the story, in the sense of, like, we’re doing this for, you 
know, our child.
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Richard’s allusion to “a good reason”— for himself and his husband 
and for “the world”— highlights the internal desire to justify the ex-
penditure of renovation. Richard interprets it as particular to him 
(“a personality tic”), but in fact many of my respondents seemed to 
share this desire, even when they did not recognize it as explicitly, 
and to assuage it with reference to family.

Both these gendered ideas about women’s spending on themselves 
and the greater legitimacy of children’s needs are clear examples of 
“earmarking”— putting certain monies into particular, morally loaded 
categories.3 Another category my respondents created was the notion 
of the “treat” or exceptional spending— often associated with travel. 
Olivia described her three- week honeymoon as “very luxurious.” She 
said, “That was a real, like— whoo! You know. But again, it was our 
honeymoon. We sort of felt entitled to do that. Or, I wouldn’t even say 
we felt entitled. But it felt okay. We could kind of rationalize it, I guess.” 
Justin described himself as “price- insensitive” on travel. He said, “I 
want the best hotel room, on the best island. I don’t do it all the time. 
But when I go, I want to go to the top place.” He said he might spend 
$500 or $1,000 a night on a hotel. “When I’m on vacation, you know, 
it’s rare. So I want it to be just blockbuster. But I don’t spend a lot of 
money on clothes or a watch. Like, this watch [indicating his watch] 
is thirty dollars, but I’ll spend ten thousand on a one- week vacation.” 
Ursula described her husband as spending a lot on vacations, which 
gave her “sticker shock.” But, he told her, “ ‘You know what, I don’t 
want to think about it. I said in my mind this is how much this vaca-
tion is going to cost. And I don’t need to come [in] under.’ ” Luxury 
spending is categorized as exceptional. Thus these consumers don’t 
have to “think about it” or include it in their otherwise disciplined 
spending choices; it stands outside their self- conception as prudent.

M AT E R I A L I S M ,  O S T E N TAT I O N ,  A N D  D I S P L AY

When my interviewees talked about their own expenditures as “rea-
sonable,” of course, they were always implicitly indicating what kind 
of spending is “unreasonable.” As the previous examples suggest, 
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they construct unreasonable consumption as materialistic, self- 
indulgent, unnecessary, and excessive. Nadine told me, “The way 
that I grew up, husbands rewarded wives with, like, new jewelry, 
new car. That whole thing. And I always thought that was sort of 
hideous and horrible, and why would you spend ten thousand dollars 
on a piece of jewelry? And why would you buy a new car for eighty 
thousand? And I still think that.”

Many of my respondents were critical of consumers who seem to 
make purchases based on their economic value rather than on their 
exceptional, experiential value. Nicholas, an inheritor, described his 
reaction to a hotel his wife had suggested for their vacation:

It’s like fifteen hundred dollars a night, and you know, like, they 
massage your toes before you go to bed, whatever it is. And my 
crass response is, “You’ve got to be a fucking asshole to do this.” 
They’ve got to be an asshole to spend that much money and think 
that, like, there’s some value [to it]— it just seems so senseless to 
blow that money, other than a lack of imagination or this sense 
that makes you feel like [part of ] a group of people who do that.

Danielle, who prided herself on planning cheap vacations, said, “I 
judge people who have very fancy vacations. . . . Like you didn’t 
imagine it, or you didn’t figure it out or something. You just plugged 
in.” Valuing uniqueness and individual customization, these inter-
viewees also draw a strong boundary against an excessive focus on 
spending for its own sake.

Maya was more upward- oriented than Danielle or Nicholas, and 
she didn’t value this kind of unique experience as much. Yet she 
also critiqued materialism, explicitly using the language of “values,” 
when she talked about choosing a private school for her daughter: 
“[Where] economic diversity comes into play, it might not even be 
that it comes into play, but it’s in the way people— it’s in the values. 
We do not want a school where everyone comes in private driven 
cars, where the children are all dressed out of Jacadi and where all 
the moms carry Chanel bags. Right? We want to be in a place where 
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none of that shit matters.” Maya slides from talking about “economic 
diversity”— presumably referring to people with different amounts 
of monetary resources— to talking about consumption choices. She 
values not exposure to significant economic difference but rather a 
particular way of inhabiting privilege. The indictment of material-
ism is a moral indictment as well— but it refers to a particular use of 
money rather than to the possession of it.

Closely connected to materialism is ostentation, the making vis-
ible of wealth, as Maya’s example suggests. These consumers drew 
especially strong boundaries against this kind of display. Penny told 
me, “One of the reasons we’re not in the suburbs, I feel like there’s a 
lot of show of wealth. . . . I just, kind of, reject a lot of that.” One of the 
wealthiest women I talked with lived in a house in the suburbs worth 
over $12 million. She was appalled by the excesses of her neighbors, 
who lived in what she called a “McMansion.” She told me of her first 
visit there, lowering her voice, “The gates opened up to this huuuge 
house. And the play set— like, we don’t have a play set. But, like, a 
play set in the backyard was, I’m not going to kid you, bigger than 
this whole room. It was something you would see out of— I don’t 
know. It was like bigger than a school’s play yard.” She differentiated 
her own preference by saying, “So there’s some things, like, flashy 
for the sake of flash, or big for the sake of big. Something small in 
a special, personal way would feel more impressive to me, or nicer 
to me. Or more interesting— maybe the right word is interesting— to 
me, than something that’s just scale for the sake of size.”

Alice is the stay- at- home wife of a corporate lawyer with whom 
she owns outright at least $8 million worth of real estate, including 
their home and a country house. She said, “When I think about 
[our] homes— I mean, when you add it all up, it’s a lot of value and 
real estate. But the people who go and buy, like, twenty- million- 
dollar homes in the Hamptons or whatever. I just have a hard time 
with that. Or these humongous houses. I don’t know that that would 
ever be something that I could see as part of our lifestyle.” For Alice 
the problem is not “a lot of value and real estate” but rather “these 
 humongous houses,” which are both unnecessary and showy.
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Drawing boundaries against ostentation and against spending for 
its own sake is a way for my subjects to distinguish themselves from 
the “bad rich” who spend illegitimately. They appeal to distinction, 
demonstrating high cultural capital— the knowledge that smaller is 
more “interesting,” that generic expensive vacations are unsophisti-
cated, and that “flash” is gauche.4 But to distance themselves from 
wealthy people with less refined taste is also to situate themselves in 
the middle. For example, Miriam, the investment banker, lived in a 
$2.3 million home in Brooklyn, which she and her husband had spent 
$600,000 to renovate. She said, “I mean, obviously I think we have 
a large apartment by a lot of New York standards, but, you know, it’s 
not got pillars and a curved driveway.” “Pillars and a curved driveway” 
are rarely seen in New York City; they are an iconic image of wealth 
in the social imaginary, just as the trailer park described in chapter 1 is 
an iconic image of poverty. Invoking these comparisons, whether to 
imaginary rich people or to their actual McMansion- dwelling neigh-
bors, my respondents situated themselves in the symbolically-middle, 
legitimate space of reasonableness.

In making these comparisons, my interviewees subordinated 
having to showing. That is, having is acceptable as long as it is not 
shown (or shown off ) in particular ways. Yet they faced the possi-
bility of seeming to “show off ” in relation to people with less, in-
cluding coworkers, family, friends, other parents, and household 
workers. That is, although my respondents did not find their own 
choices ostentatious, people with less might certainly see them as 
such. And the signs of wealth that marked their consumption, even 
when it wasn’t “flashy,” could create distance between them and 
their friends, peers, and family. They therefore tried to minimize 
the visibility of the choices they had made— hiding or downplay-
ing them— especially when it came to their homes. As we saw in 
the introduction, Scott and Olivia were conflicted about inviting 
 others to their expensive apartment (Scott said, “We don’t want 
that ‘Wow’ ”). Eliana, an inheritor with a large brownstone, told me 
she was sometimes uncomfortable when her son brought his friends 
over, especially one friend “who lives in the projects.”
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Miranda lives in a five- story brownstone with her inheritor hus-
band and two young children. They had installed an elevator in their 
home as part of a gut renovation. She explained that they had put it 
in partly so older family members could visit them (a “basic” need) 
and so they could locate the guest room where they wanted it instead 
of on a lower floor. She also mentioned that the elevator was “not 
that expensive” because they were renovating anyway. Sensing that 
she might feel embarrassed about it, I asked, “Are people like, ‘Oh 
my God, you have an elevator’?” She responded, “Yeah, it seems 
a little— yeah. That’s why I have that little line, ‘You know what? 
If you’re doing that much work, an elevator isn’t that expensive.’ ” 
The denial that it is expensive serves to minimize any sense that 
the respondent and her husband are extravagant (though of course 
“expensive” is a relative term). She also said, with a laugh, “I don’t 
usually tell people I have an elevator.” Asked why not, she said, “The 
house is really big on its own, and it’s a full brownstone, and I realize 
that it’s an enormous luxury to have in New York. So I don’t need to 
be like (snotty tone), ‘And, the elevator.’ ” Notable here is not only the 
justification itself but her awareness of this self- protecting rhetoric, 
similar to Richard’s admitting that he told a “story” about his child 
in order to justify his renovation. Downward- oriented people were 
especially conflicted about this kind of display. As I argued in chap-
ter 1, the discomfort caused by difference, which makes inequality 
visible, can become a motive for people to seek more homogenous 
environments and social circles.

Beatrice invoked another kind of social interlocutor— domestic 
workers— when she spoke of hiding purchases from her children’s 
nanny: “Oh, you know, I mean it’s just uncomfortable for me for 
her to know what I spend on things. . . . If I buy something, if I buy, 
like, clothes in the store, I take the tag off. I mean, we’re not talking 
about— I take the tag off of my Levi’s jeans. I mean, it’s not like it’s a 
mink coat or something. I take the label off our six- dollar bread. . . . 
I think again, for me, it’s a choices thing— the choices that I have are 
obscene. Six- dollar bread is obscene.” David, the interior designer, 
confirmed that this practice was common. During renovations, he 
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said, “Things come in with big price tags on them. They all have 
to be removed, or Sharpied over, so the housekeepers and [staff ] 
don’t see them.” He attributed this practice to shame about what he 
called “the obscene level of wealth” of a very small number of people. 
Such attempts at invisibility are curious because of course domestic 
workers in these households know that their employers are wealthy, 
even if they do not know exactly how much their bread costs. So 
the removal of this evidence would seem to be a way to obscure the 
conflict from themselves rather than to hide any meaningful infor-
mation from their employees.

Beatrice told me she would not take the tags off the bread if a 
friend were coming over, even one who did not have much money. 
Instead, she said, “It’s about the extremity of the inequality, and the 
fact that I know that she [the nanny] struggles.” Despite her conflict 
about the nanny, Beatrice was not conflicted about inequality with 
her housekeeper, Elena, because Elena worked for another, wealth-
ier, employer. She said, “It depends on who I’m thinking about it in 
relation to. I think that that’s actually really key to my feelings about 
the money. Elena works for one of the richest women anywhere. 
And so I feel somehow, whatever we have is puny compared to what 
Mrs. [X] has. So I don’t worry nearly as much about what Elena 
thinks.” Again, Beatrice follows a logic of middleness, comparing 
herself both to the housekeeper and to Mrs. [X]. And even as she 
describes feeling bad about it, Beatrice signals that her consumption 
is reasonable (“not a mink coat or something”).

D E F I N I N G  L E G I T I M AT E  N E E D S

Nearly all those I interviewed wanted to be “normal,” nonosten-
tatious consumers. But many, especially the wealthiest, described 
grappling with questions of what exactly reasonable consumption 
consisted of. For example, Sara, mentioned in chapter 2 as not want-
ing to be a “dilettante,” had inherited wealth of over $10 million. She 
and her husband, who worked in finance, were struggling to deter-
mine a level of lifestyle spending they felt comfortable with. She said:
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And so the question of, like, what is our limit? I mean, we’ve now 
run the long- term projections. Okay, if we spend X percent for 
a year, like, what does that leave us in ten, twenty, thirty years? 
And is remaining where we are today [financially] okay with us? 
Especially considering that our kids already have trust funds. So, 
yeah. That’s the question for us. Like, what is [the limit]— because 
that limit is somewhat arbitrary. I mean, it’s not arbitrary, but it’s 
deciding, you know, when I retire, do I want to have fifteen million 
or twenty- three million dollars, depending on how much I let 
myself spend now. It’s like, you know, what am I going to do with 
fifteen million versus twenty- three million dollars when I’m 65?

Beyond these big- picture questions of how much to spend or to 
save, respondents worried about everyday spending choices. Scott 
and Olivia, as we saw earlier, struggled over “what it is okay to spend 
and not spend,” in Olivia’s words. Olivia described a conflict she felt 
when buying a new minivan about whether to get the model that 
included an interior vacuum cleaner (she called it “every mother’s 
dream”). This model cost $10,000 more, even though she did not 
want any of the other features that came with it (“It comes with a 
giant DVD thing. We’ve never had a DVD in the car. We’re philo-
sophically opposed to watching TV in the car”). She said,

And so, you know, like, part of me was like, “I really want that 
vacuum, and we’re not, we’re not going to miss ten thou—” I 
mean, it’s terrible to say. But it’s the truth. We’re not going to miss 
ten thousand dollars. And we’re going to have this car for another 
ten years. Like, we don’t buy a car every three years or five years 
or whatever. So the vacuum would really make me happy. Ten 
thousand dollars, amortized over a bunch of years. But then in 
the end, I was like, no. You know. All right. We’re going to live 
without the vacuum.

In the end, Olivia said, it did not feel right to either of them to spend 
$10,000 on a vacuum— even though, as she points out, they can 
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easily spare the money. Notably, Olivia feels that “it’s terrible to say” 
that they won’t miss $10,000, which she seems to have admitted 
by mistake— a sign of the transgressiveness of this kind of explicit 
acknowledgement.

Nicholas, who hated the idea of a hotel where “they massage your 
toes,” told me he did not face material limits. Yet he created small 
hardships for himself to save money, such as not staying in a hotel 
on the beach on a beach vacation. His style differed from that of his 
wife, who was more comfortable spending money. Nicholas neatly 
summed up the difference between them when he said, “All of her 
questions [about spending] are like, “Can we afford it?” And I’m al-
ways like, “It’s not a question of can we afford it. The question is, do 
we need it?” He continued, “I’m fearful of the slippery slope towards 
needing more, feeling like you need more and more in order to be 
satisfied. It just seems preposterous to me.” He described furnishing 
their home after the renovation: “Do you just buy a chair for eight 
hundred dollars or two thousand dollars or three thousand dollars? 
Do I get an extra thousand dollars’ worth of comfort and beauty 
from this more expensive chair?”

We often imagine that people have fairly clear desires, con-
strained only by their ability to pay. But the accounts of these con-
sumers show that their desires do not always exist independent of 
these limits.

These questions of need and want were clearly also moral ones, 
which linked spending, again, to “values.” Lucy told me she and 
her husband had agreed that each of them could have “one veto” 
once their renovation was finished— that is, to choose one thing to 
change or get rid of just because they didn’t like it. They had come 
up with this policy after living for ten years with a sofa they hated. 
To get rid of it, they felt, would have been “wasteful,” but the deci-
sion was “based on principle,” she said, “it wasn’t financially driven.” 
The “waste” was a moral issue rather than an economic one. Lucy 
tied this to her feeling that buying things for the house that weren’t 
only functional was self- indulgent; she asked rhetorically, “Do I re-
ally need another sofa because this one doesn’t please me?” Their 
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agreement to give themselves a veto was essentially a free pass to 
not feel guilty if they ended up wanting to alter something without a 
“legitimate” reason— but the fact that they only got one apiece meant 
they would not allow themselves to make constant changes. She said, 
“I feel really hypocritical when I talk about [these issues], because 
I— here I have this stuff, and this house, and all these other things. It 
feels very hypocritical. But at the same time, I’m trying to be kind of 
mindful about it. I will buy nice things, but I don’t want to just turn 
them over for the sake [of novelty]. . . . Hopefully, I’m buying these 
things, I’m buying them with care, because I hope to live with them 
for a long time. And maybe pass them on in some way.”

In talking about these moral dilemmas, some people alluded 
more explicitly to the context of inequality in which they were 
making choices and to the fact that most people do not have these 
options. Nadine, for example, first framed her spending as reason-
able relative to her assets, saying, “Starting five years ago, it was 
like, wow. You know, we have all this friggin’ money. We sold [some 
assets]. We were getting fourteen thousand a month from [family 
sources]. And I have, like, just all this money in investments. Like, I 
don’t know, a million dollars. And I’m like, “Well, I guess I can buy 
this leather coat for five hundred dollars. I mean, I really love the 
coat.” I asked, “What’s the part of you that’s saying, ‘Okay, that’s true, 
but I still shouldn’t do it?’ ” She responded, “Well, I don’t actually 
believe that [some] people should have that much money and other 
people shouldn’t.” Nadine is trapped between evaluating her desire 
in relation to her vast resources, which makes it seem reasonable, 
and linking it to the limited resources of others, in which case it 
seems excessive. It is not clear that not buying the coat would be a 
better moral choice, particularly, but she still feels hesitant about it.

As Nadine’s comment indicates, these consumption choices can 
be thought of in different ways depending on the alternatives to 
which they are compared. Many people I spoke with used these 
kinds of comparisons to situate their own spending decisions. Ellen, 
a progressive financial advisor who is also wealthy,5 spoke of “com-
ing to terms with the dichotomy of being an activist interested in 
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improving the world and having a comfortable life.” She continued, 
“And, can I, short of, you know, taking a vow of poverty, sleep at 
night, and say, ‘I am improving my corner of the world.’ ” Notably, 
Ellen compares her lifestyle to a minimal standard of existence as-
sociated with religious asceticism (a vow of poverty), which has a 
contemporary valence of unreasonable sacrifice as well as extreme 
self- deprivation. Even as she’s explicitly acknowledging this di-
lemma of how to live while also wanting to “improve the world,” this 
comparison locates her consumption in a middle ground between 
absolute self- denial and excess.

Even people with fewer resources (relatively speaking) struggled 
with these limits and talked about them in moral ways. For example, 
as we have seen, Keith and Karen were among the less wealthy in my 
sample. They felt anxious about money, especially because of recent 
expenses for their kids, such as for tutoring, and for their ongoing 
renovation. Keith said: “This is the classic debate. It’s been a horri-
ble day, it’s 10:00, the kids are finally down, we’re fried. All I want 
is an eight- dollar burrito. Am I bad person for ordering and getting 
an eight- dollar burrito delivered? It’s like, we make three hundred 
fucking thousand dollars a year. I can’t get an eight- dollar burrito? 
You know? I’m not going to Momofuku or something.” Nicole told 
me, “There are things I feel guilty about. I feel like I take too many 
cabs, for sure. And when I’m in a cab, I’m like, ‘Oh, [my husband’s] 
going to see that I took a cab.’ But he doesn’t give me grief for it. I 
just feel guilty. Because I know it’s stupid, and I should get in the 
subway instead of taking a cab. Or I feel lazy. But that is the luxury 
of my life, is taking a cab.” Both these speakers feel morally con-
flicted about small purchases such as a burrito and a cab ride. Yet 
while they recognize these conflicts, they make comparisons that 
cast them in a good light: the burrito is explicitly compared to the 
expensive dinner at trendy Momofuku, and the taxi ride (like the 
second washer- dryer) is implicitly compared to some other kind of 
“luxury” that presumably would be more truly luxurious.

On the rare occasions that they talked about coveting expen-
sive items, my interviewees tended immediately to dismiss these 
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longings as “ridiculous.” For example, Willa explained why she is 
always on the lookout for a new property to purchase and renovate: 
“It would be to get a townhouse with a bigger living room. To be 
able to have bigger parties. I mean, and this is such a stupid thing. 
Because the reality is, like, I should listen to myself. Because why 
am I buying a house— or an apartment, whatever it might be— for 
the three times a year that we have a huge party? Like, we, in this 
house, cannot have a huge party. Is that the worst thing? No. Like, 
do the children have bedrooms and a bathroom? Yes. Like, we’re 
fine. We’re fine.” Willa believes her desire for more space is unrea-
sonable; she tries to talk herself out of it, alluding to the basic needs 
of the children, but she can’t quite “listen to” herself.6 Nicole had 
already combined two apartments in her renovation, but she told 
me, “I’ve got this pipe dream of taking over [a third adjacent apart-
ment] someday. Which would be ridiculous. I mean, that would just 
be too much space.” Asked why she wanted it, she talked about the 
possibility of her children’s having their own area away from where 
grownups would be socializing. Although this is a “legitimate” use of 
the space, her comment— the characterization of her “pipe dream” 
as “ridiculous”— still manifests a deep ambivalence between what 
she wants and what she thinks she should want.

James, the real estate entrepreneur with assets of over $3 million, 
told me about a conflict he felt after seeing a colleague’s large house: 
“I’m just, like, looking at this place, feeling like, wow, my house is 
so small. And then thinking, ‘That’s a ridiculous statement you just 
made to yourself. What’s wrong with you?’ ” I asked, “Did it make 
you feel bad, like ‘I should have a bigger house’?” He responded, 
“Well, I felt that instinct, and I checked it. And I turned around and 
[said to myself ], ‘That’s crazy. That’s a road to nowhere. That kind 
of mindset is a road to nowhere.’ . . . You have to consciously check 
it because [having] money does it to you, or to me.” James suggests 
that desire and envy can quickly get out of control, which will also 
diminish his sense of his own achievements.

Alexis, as we have seen, was a stay- at- home mother with a house-
hold income of around $500,000 and assets of over $5 million. She 
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was one of a few female respondents who talked about desiring the 
more stereotypical accoutrements of upper- class femininity, such 
as expensive shoes and handbags. She described her most recent 
purchase and the negotiations with her husband and with herself 
that made it acceptable:

I just bought a very expensive handbag. That I feel guilty about. 
I’m, like, smiling because I love it so much. But, you know, I know 
I didn’t need it. And we first talked about it, and [her husband] 
was like, “Come on, you don’t need it.” And I was like, “You’re 
right. You’re right. This is silly, silly, silly.” And then, like, a month 
later— you know. For, like, Mother’s Day, he was like, “Why don’t 
you get it?” And I was like, “No, no, I don’t need it.” But then I 
was like, “Oh, wait a second!” [She laughed.] So of course I did. 
But yes, I do feel a little— you know, a little guilty about that.

In this and many other examples, Alexis’s husband disciplined her 
desires, initially encouraging her to forego the $2,000 bag. But by 
deeming it a Mother’s Day gift, they placed it in the exceptional, 
and acceptable, category of a “treat.” Alexis also asserted again that 
she loved the bag and that it had “spoken to” her, establishing it as 
personally satisfying through uniqueness rather than as the result 
of a blindly consumerist impulse.

Maya, the stay- at- home mother married to the corporate law-
yer, demonstrated deeper ambivalence about what she needed to 
be happy. On the one hand, as noted previously, she did not want 
her kids to be educated in an environment where people cared too 
much about Chanel handbags and fancy clothes. She also told me, 
about one friend who spends whatever she wants, that “I pass judg-
ment and think that’s really crazy to spend that much money.” On 
the other hand, she actually did want these items herself; she wished 
that her husband, whose annual income was about $2 million, was 
more free with money so she could buy them. She told me he drew 
“stricter lines in the sand” than her friends’ husbands. She said, “ ‘It’s 
my birthday, buy me that handbag!’ Like, what’s the big deal? Right. 
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But it is ‘No, that bag is too expensive. I am not buying it.’ Flat out.” 
Notably, she frames the handbag as a potential birthday “treat.” (As 
we will see in chapter 5, other husbands of stay- at- home mothers 
likewise try to corral their wives’ spending.)

In the face of this refusal, Maya makes an effort to tamp down 
her desire, reminding herself that she has the basics and should be 
satisfied with them:

Sometimes I wonder why doesn’t my husband feel more comfort-
able with us doing a little bit of that kind of stuff [such as spending 
a lot on a handbag]. But I always come back to the fact that I live 
a very comfortable life. I do not want for anything significant. 
And so I’m grateful for what I have. And maybe I don’t have that 
Chanel bag or maybe I didn’t get to buy that Prada dress or I don’t 
have that house in the Hamptons, but I’ve got this [home] and 
I’ve got two healthy kids and I’ve got a great marriage, and I’m 
very grateful for that. So. You know, I mean the mind wanders, 
yes it wanders. But it doesn’t— it’s nothing that kind of bothers 
me that much.

Maya works to convince herself to feel not only satisfied with what 
she has but also grateful for it, even when in fact she does not feel 
that it is enough. As I show in chapter 4, the feeling of gratitude is 
another aspect of the legitimately entitled self.

In modifying her feelings, Maya formulates what she does have— a 
home, healthy children, and love— as essential and what she doesn’t 
have— Prada, Chanel, the Hamptons house— as insignificant. This 
antimaterialist formulation makes sense, of course, and I don’t think 
it is intentionally strategic. But the idea that she doesn’t “want for 
anything significant” erases the extreme difference between her 
“basic” existence and that of most people. This upward- oriented 
move helps her establish herself as “in the middle.”

Penny, the very part- time legal consultant whose husband’s in-
come was around $3 million per year, was one of the few respon-
dents who did not describe struggling to define her needs. She saw 
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herself as drawing clear limits against unnecessary spending while 
not sacrificing comfort. She said, “Our car is twelve years old. Could 
we buy a new car? We could totally buy a new car. Could we buy, 
even— friends of [her husband] have— like, a friggin’ Lamborghini. 
Like, we could actually buy a Lamborghini. Like— ugh!” But, she 
said, their car had only 60,000 miles on it. “So why would we buy 
a new car? So, I don’t think either one of us is driven by that. I 
think we’re pushing it away a little bit. But at the same time, when 
we look at the summer houses, when we want to buy, we’re not 
going to buy a crappy house just to make a point. So it’s a balance.” 
Although Penny and her husband were willing to pay $1,300 per 
night for two rooms on a family vacation, they refused to fly first 
class (though sometimes they would spend more for the “middle” 
category of seats). She also counterposed their spending to that 
of several friends who spent more, including a couple who spent 
$250,000 on their daughter’s wedding. By comparing her choices to 
theirs, she places herself in a more moderate category. The idea of 
“balance” also connotes middleness by referring to a middle ground 
between excess and self- deprivation.

S O C I A L  O T H E R S  A N D  L U X U RY  C R E E P

Regardless of their struggles, almost all my respondents described 
becoming acclimated over time to making more expensive consumer 
choices. Maya said that she would not spend $1,000 on a dress, but 
added that “the number of hundreds I would spend seems to go up 
all the time, right?” Nadine said, “I didn’t want to be one of those 
rich people that just spends money without thinking about it. But I 
will say that there was a period where my thinking about what was 
reasonable became very different than what it was, like, you know, 
in 1992. So, over the span of ten years, what I [had] considered a lux-
ury or extravagant or whatever didn’t seem as extravagant.” Eliana, 
whose inherited wealth totaled about $9 million and who believed 
deeply in economic and racial justice, said she felt like a hypocrite, 
because “I don’t think I fully live out all my values, I guess I would 
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say. I used to say I was gonna be a revolutionary, and then I had that 
first massage.”

Beatrice identified this phenomenon as “luxury creep”:

Well, there’s definitely been luxury creep in my life. I just feel 
comfortable spending more money on more things. There’s lux-
ury creep within categories that look like necessities. So, like, I 
spend more and more money on clothes. . . . We spend a lot of 
money on wine. . . . We’ve recently had a big leap in the amount 
of money that we spend on bottles of wine, like fifteen or twenty- 
five dollars. So we would have bought wine before, and consid-
ered it, like, a life necessity, but it’s the luxury creep aspect of it 
that’s changed.

Beatrice went on to associate luxury creep with her peer group, 
saying, “It’s a very insidious thing, you know, because it’s much less 
conscious than, like, ‘keeping up with the Joneses’ kind of conspic-
uous consumption, that competitive consumption thing. It’s really 
about this, like— I mean for me, it’s just like this vague sense of what’s 
normal.”

We often imagine that consumption is motivated by status com-
petition.7 And a few of my respondents did indicate that they had 
fears about status in the conventional sense, as when James wor-
ried that his house wasn’t big enough. Another example came from 
Bruno, who had decided to give up a lucrative job to pursue a lower- 
paying career in a field he loved and live primarily on his wife’s sal-
ary of over $500,000. He readily admitted that he had always cared 
about having the “right stuff,” meaning material goods such as cloth-
ing and technology. He described having had to give these up with 
his career change and to accept that he would not have a country 
house, as his peers (whom he called “my Joneses”) did.

On the other hand, however, most people I talked with distanced 
themselves from the idea of status competition. Willa, for example, 
told me about a family member who had suggested she have guests 
over to “show off ” her renovated home, an idea she rejected out of 
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hand. She said, “I didn’t do this [renovation] to make people feel 
good or bad about— like, this is our house. I’ve provided a home for 
our family that totally meets our needs. I’m not making a statement 
about how much money we do or do not have. I don’t care about 
stuff like that.”

A few women who explicitly recognized feeling competitive 
about consumption described these feelings as having to do with 
fears about not fitting in with the group.8 One stay- at- home mother 
talked about worrying that she would not have the right clothes for 
social events attached to her husband’s work. Confessing that it was 
because of “insecurity,” she said, “I like to feel like I look amongst 
the best in a room.” Another stay- at- home mother talked about wor-
rying that her home renovation would be judged by her neighbors, 
saying that “consumption is my job.” She admitted that she would 
imagine that her home was “nice enough” only if it appeared in a 
magazine. These women see (and fear) their consumption choices 
as reflections of themselves, to be judged by others, rather than as 
practices of competitive one- upmanship.

Beatrice’s idea of luxury creep further challenges this simple idea 
of competitive consumption, replacing it with common consumption. 
Rather than compete with her peers, she looks to them for signals 
about what she should be doing. Other interviewees referred to a sim-
ilar dynamic. Asked what established her “normal,” Grace, a nonprofit 
consultant married to an inheritor, said, “I think I see probably a lot of 
the parents of [my daughter’s] friends and stuff, like, what [they] do. 
And probably my normal social group that I’ve hung out with since 
college.” Karen talked about increasing her spending partly as a func-
tion of being “surrounded by people who are all doing the same stuff.”

Getting used to rising levels of spending and new lifestyles was 
not always easy. Interviewees who had grown up with significantly 
less than they have now tended to be especially uncomfortable with 
particular kinds of consumption. Talking about his live- in nanny, 
for example, Justin recounted, “In the beginning, I was, I guess, 
hesitant. It was, like, a status I never had. I never had anyone work-
ing in my house. I mean, I cleaned my toilets, growing up. So it 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 2:27 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



“A V ery Ex pensi v e Or dina ry Life” | 117

was kind of like, hmm. Now you have, like, a servant. It’s kind of a 
weird thing for me.” Nathan, a money manager with an income of 
around $350,000 who came from a working- class background, said, 
“When I do something that is associated with high wealth, I get a 
little bit of an out- of- body experience. A little bit of looking down 
on myself, saying, ‘That’s weird that you’re doing that,’ like, ‘What 
are you doing?’ ”9 Karen told me, referring specifically to discom-
fort with self- indulgence, “I grew up without a lot of money, and I 
always felt kind of uncomfortable about the idea of having money 
and spending it on yourself.”

Sometimes past influences clashed especially sharply with pres-
ent ones in establishing what was “reasonable” to spend. Maya de-
scribed, on the one hand, the restraining influence of her husband 
and the norms of family and old friends. As noted, she told me that 
spending more than $1,000 on a dress would feel “very uncomfort-
able.” When I asked why, she responded,

I know, isn’t that silly? I don’t know what it is. I think— I was on 
my own until I was 34. And I made money, and I spent my own 
money. And so I had what I thought was insane [to spend] then. 
And it’s changed a little, but not that much actually, even though 
I’m now married to [her husband] and we have so much more. . . . 
And if I do talk to him about it, like, “Can you believe that hand-
bag so- and- so bought cost three thousand dollars?” We’re both 
like, “That seems crazy.” My family thinks it, my mother thinks it. 
So part of it is from my family and, like, what we think is normal 
and not normal. Part of it is from when I worked and my friends 
from my [working] life, and so it’s kind of, you know, a combi-
nation of all of that.

These influences from earlier in her life have shaped what she thinks 
is “normal and not normal.”

But people in Maya’s immediate social circle, whom she de-
scribed as her current “reference points,” are more affluent and 
spend more freely than she. She described how this group of wealthy 
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people affected her sense of what was acceptable to spend, saying, 
“Look, I think renting the [summer] house is really extravagant. 
But again, in our social circle everyone owns a house. And renting, 
they’re like, ‘Why are you only doing it for a month? Why  aren’t 
you doing it for two months?’ And every now and then I feel, like, 
things that I buy for myself, I feel extravagant about. But relative 
again to my friends, it’s not, and that’s what kind of makes me feel 
like it’s okay.” Maya was mostly upward- oriented, as I showed in 
chapter 1, in that she explicitly compared herself to those in her cur-
rent social network, who tended to have more, and to those above 
them. But the diversity of her experience has shaped her sense of 
“reasonable” consumption.

This increase in spending also corresponds to a particular life 
stage. Some earners talked about leaving behind their more spend-
thrift habits of clothes shopping or partying in order to focus on 
the future, especially once they started a family. But, at the same 
time, most talked about the increase in (certain kinds of ) spending 
associated with family life. Gary said, of the transition to buying a 
home, moving to Brooklyn from Manhattan, and having kids, that it 
“absolutely shifted us into a category of consumerism, of spending, 
that is exponentially more than it used to be.” In some ways these 
are objective changes, as owning and renovating property and pur-
chasing child care and education are more expensive than sleeping 
on a futon in a shared apartment, as many had done in their twen-
ties. (Ursula said, with disbelief, of herself and her graduate school 
roommate, “We brought furniture in from the street!”)

But having children also changed their ideas about how much 
is acceptable to spend. Olivia said, for example, “I think when we 
first were together, I sort of joined Scott undercover, I would say. 
Just because I felt really uncomfortable with unearned privilege, 
basically. And he did, too. And I would say that we’ve grown more 
and more comfortable. I think our children, having a family, has re-
ally pushed that.” Asked for specifics, she said, “I mean, we moved 
from this somewhat ratty apartment to a giant place. And for me, 
the way I could rationalize that is just, we knew we would have more 
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than one child. We wanted to stay in the city, but we wanted to be 
comfortable. And we wanted it to be comfortable for our child. We 
never would have moved to a place like that if it were just the two 
of us.” As I described in the introduction, Olivia was even planning 
another renovation on their current apartment, despite the trauma 
of their earlier experience, to increase closet space, modify bath-
rooms, and redo the kitchen. She saw this decision as part of getting 
over her ambivalence once and for all, saying, “If we’re going to live 
there, like, let’s really live there.” Yet she also represented this effort 
as one made primarily to meet the children’s needs, which she saw 
as reasonable, asserting, “I don’t think having a closet in your room 
is over the top.”

Paid consumption experts also help their clients become accli-
mated to certain levels of spending. Interior designers, architects, 
personal assistants and concierges, and other service providers often 
both shape clients’ taste and approve their consumption.10 One 
woman with a household income of over $2 million told me that 
she had been too intimidated to shop at Barneys until she needed 
a dress for a special occasion, when she had sought out a personal 
shopper whom she loved. She kept going back to him, and he had 
“slowly upped” the amount she was willing to spend. Now, she said, 
“I’ll go to Barneys, I’ll spend five thousand. Which used to be one 
thousand, or two.” So the personal shopper has made her feel com-
fortable both in the store and with the spending. When I interviewed 
Regina, an interior designer who had been in the business for over 
thirty years, she made a similar point, commenting that “using me 
gives clients permission to spend money.” She compared her job, 
from a client’s point of view, to “going shopping with a friend who 
says, ‘You have to buy that dress,’ ” thereby both encouraging and 
legitimating the purchase.

David, the interior designer, recounted of one client, “I was 
[suggesting] a desk that was maybe, like, five thousand dollars, or 
whatever. But he ended up spending thirty- five thousand on a desk. 
And he was a little conflicted about it. But I said to him, ‘You know, 
if there’s any place you’re going to spend a lot of money, it may as 
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well be your desk. I mean, it’s like, what you do. It’s your work.’ ” 
Thus David offers a discourse of need to his client that allows him to 
think of ever- higher levels of spending as legitimate.11

Noticing that he seemed to be actively legitimating this pur-
chase, I asked, “Do you feel like you have to do that regularly? Kind 
of make it okay for them to spend money that they want to spend, 
but that they feel conflicted about?” He responded, “Some people 
yes, and some people no.” Referring to clients who had not been 
born with wealth and felt uncomfortable with it, he continued, 
“Sometimes it’s the more new- money [people]. The ‘shame’ people. 
They’re a little conflicted about that. They think it’s all just a little 
weird. Because, you know, they’re first- timers. It’s their first time 
using a designer. It’s their first big foray into, like, the big life, you 
know? Other clients of mine who are maybe divorced women, or 
this and that, are just kind of used to it. They’re just like [breezily], 
‘I pay five thousand here, ten thousand here.’ ” As David points out, 
the experience of doing these expensive projects, such as renova-
tion, helps these consumers get used to spending money. Indeed, 
people I interviewed who had done more than one renovation de-
scribed the first one as the hardest.

T H E  O R D I N A RY,  D I S C I P L I N E D  S E L F

My interviewees told me they spent anywhere from $120,000 to 
$800,000 per year, usually without sticking to or even drawing up a 
budget.12 But they interpret their consumption as basic and family- 
oriented and draw boundaries against excess, materialism, and os-
tentation. They work to suppress unruly desires. They frame “ridic-
ulous” expenditures as special “treats” or situate them in relation to 
the choices of others who spend more, not less. Therefore they can 
continue to see themselves as living an “ordinary” life, even as their 
spending ratchets inexorably upward. As I described in chapter 2, 
the desire to be ordinary and reasonable further illuminates their 
wish to be morally worthy, complementing the desire to be produc-
tive, and thus legitimately entitled.
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It might be tempting to read these interpretations solely as jus-
tifications of spending that is “really” motivated by status compe-
tition or materialism. And there are likely more elements of status 
consumption in these spending habits than my interviewees were 
willing to recognize in talking with me. But status is not their only 
motivation or the only dimension along which they relate to oth-
ers. Certainly their repeated negative characterizations of those who 
spend more suggest that Veblenian conspicuous consumption is not 
at work. Although we see some evidence of the more Bourdieuian 
idea that they seek distinction— which can be indicated by consum-
ing less or differently— the story remains more complicated. These 
accounts are marked by deep ambivalence about legitimate needs. 
Consumption is at least sometimes driven by fears of being judged 
by others and a wish to fit in with peer groups. And these groups 
help the wealthy to define what kind of lifestyle is “normal,” not only 
to set parameters for competition.

Indeed, in their allusions to basic needs and “normal” lifestyles, 
these consumers are trying to avoid seeming different. By eschewing 
the most visible and morally transgressive elite lifestyles— those of 
“real” housewives or wolves of Wall Street— they can almost be seen 
as not wealthy (a word many would never use to describe them-
selves) because they don’t occupy the symbolic space of wealth. 
Instead, they move to occupy the moral legitimacy of the middle 
class. This idea of the disciplined, hard- working, “normal” self thus 
begins to split off from particular practices of consumption. If one 
can claim to have the right affect— to be an ordinary person with 
the “mindset” of working hard and spending with care— the fact 
that one has so much more than others comes not to matter. Yet, as 
I show in chapter 4, sometimes the morally worthy self also has to 
acknowledge privilege.
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4

“GIVING BACK,” 
AWARENESS,  

AND IDENTITY

Frances, as we have seen, is a stay- at- home mother with three chil-
dren and assets in the tens of millions. Asked if she deserved her life-
style, she responded, “I couldn’t say that I deserve this, no. . . . I don’t 
know that anybody does. I mean, the amount of money that— once 
you have money and can invest that money, the returns get so much 
bigger over time. There just is such a disparity. You know, when you 
look at how much money CEOs are paid in America— do they de-
serve that? Absolutely not. But is that what the market bears? Yes. 
Do I think that the government should be taxing them? Like, I don’t 
agree that they should necessarily have to— I mean, I understand we 
pay slightly higher tax. But should our tax rate be 75 percent, and 
every one else’s 5? I think that’s wrong. Because I do believe in a 
market economy. But I definitely am aware that it’s insane how much 
more money— I mean, the fact that I don’t have a budget, or don’t 
think about— I recognize that that’s incredibly privileged and foreign 
to most people. And, I don’t know, I hope that by us giving back and 
doing volunteer work, you know, we help to spread it back around.”

Nadine, her partner, and their two kids lived primarily on wealth 
that came from Nadine’s family. Nadine told me, as we saw in chap-
ter 2, “I still feel guilty about having money. I feel a lot less guilty than 
I did. Because I think guilt is, like, unproductive. You know what 
I mean?” She continued, “I mean, I’m lucky I have it. I should be 
happy. I should try and do something with it. I should try and give 
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back in whatever way I can. I feel like we’ve done that in a whole 
series of ways, through [paid] work for ten years, for both of us. And 
through creating a gift fund, and giving back. And just trying to be 
really generous in the world. . . . I mean, there’s a difference between 
guilt and, like, being aware, and conscious, and having a conscience.”

In many ways, Frances and Nadine are very different. Frances 
is politically conservative and lives mainly on wealth her husband 
accumulated through paid work. Her belief in the “market economy” 
helps her justify the earnings of CEOs and, by extension, her own 
household income, even though she doesn’t think anyone “deserves” 
the kind of wealth she has. She is opposed to paying higher taxes. 
Nadine is a progressive inheritor, with more conflicts about having 
money and a more critical view of inequality, who says she’d be 
happy to pay higher taxes. But both articulate the same key condition 
for deserving their wealth: “giving back.”

In fact, nearly all my respondents alluded to giving back in their 
implicit and explicit descriptions of worthy personhood.1 This ob-
ligation constitutes the third dimension of the legitimately entitled 
self, along with working hard and consuming prudently. But in con-
trast to these imperatives, giving back might acknowledge privilege 
more explicitly, because one must receive something in order to owe 
something. Implicit and explicit allusions to “middleness” become 
more difficult. This chapter looks at how my interviewees under-
stood giving back and at the extent to which their understandings 
and practices involved recognizing privilege.

“Giving back” is a fairly general, and generic, cultural value in 
the United States, one not limited to wealthy people. The concept 
had various meanings for my respondents. For some it meant “con-
tributing” in a general sense (echoing the emphasis on contribution 
we saw in chapter 2). Justin said, for example, “I feel a sense of an 
obligation to society, just to contribute. Not necessarily financially. 
Just to add something, instead of taking it away.” Some parents also 
described raising children as a contribution to society.

Such descriptions do not link giving back to having privilege. But 
some of those I spoke with did make this connection. Caroline had 
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grown up in a wealthy family and inherited several hundred thou-
sand dollars. She said, “I think [money] comes with responsibility! 
We have opportunities other people don’t have. So that’s great! Take 
advantage of it!” I asked, “What exactly is the responsibility?” She 
responded, “To contribute. I mean, everyone has to figure out their 
own way, right? What are you good at, and what calls to you. . . . 
Generally, to be part of the solution and not part of the problem.” 
Her idea of giving back had to do with a nonprofit she had started to 
support community development. Some others I talked with— like 
Nadine in the opening vignette— similarly saw paid work in socially 
responsible occupations as their way of “giving back” and compen-
sating for their privilege.

Beyond allusions to work and parenting, two central aspects of 
giving back stood out across my interviewees’ accounts: first, tra-
ditional philanthropy and volunteerism, and, second, “awareness” 
of privilege. Asked what “giving back” meant, Sara, the inheritor, 
described both facets: “I guess it means different things to me in dif-
ferent ways. I mean, on a very basic level, just being a good— sort of, 
giving back financially. Giving of your time. Very traditional, basic, 
like, volunteering kind of stuff.” She hesitated, and then continued: 
“More broadly, I would [say] having a consciousness about, partic-
ularly, you know, class issues and wealth and money. . . . So I guess 
what I mean by ‘giving back’ is, like, just some awareness. . . . Some 
recognition.” Both of these elements also appear in Frances’s and 
Nadine’s accounts.

As I’ll show, the practices and affects associated with awareness 
and philanthropy fall along a continuum of public recognition of 
privilege. Awareness recognizes privilege very explicitly, but it is 
internal, and therefore essentially private. In interaction with others, 
being “aware” means not making other people feel bad about having 
less or treating them differently. This imperative is a variation on 
the Golden Rule, to treat others as you want to be treated, which 
is a prominent cultural norm in the United States (and elsewhere). 
But this reciprocity usually means treating everyone the same. Thus 
the transmutation from private awareness to public egalitarianism 
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silences difference rather than acknowledging it. Although the social 
norm of equal, reciprocal treatment serves to avoid shaming those 
who have less by not drawing attention to their status, its function 
of obscuring difference also serves to mitigate discomfort in those 
with more.2

Traditional practices of philanthropy and volunteering, however, 
are likely to be more public acknowledgements of advantage. Many 
of the people I spoke with gave away significant amounts of money 
and time and saw philanthropy and volunteering as important as-
pects of their identities. But here, too, they recognized privilege in 
different ways and with varying degrees of public visibility. People 
in more upward- oriented earner families, especially stay- at- home 
mothers, tended to be relatively public about their philanthropy and 
volunteerism, which was taken for granted in their communities, 
even though they tended to talk with me less freely about their social 
position. In contrast, inheritors, especially the more “downward- 
oriented,” were often very generous philanthropically, but they 
described having to come to terms with their identities as wealthy 
people in order to develop a philanthropic practice. That is, even 
though they recognized their privilege more openly in conversation 
with me, their very consciousness of privilege made them more con-
flicted about public philanthropy. Very few practiced the traditional 
volunteering of the stay- at- home mothers. Finally, a significant pro-
portion of my interviewees, in contrast to both these groups, gave 
away relatively small amounts of money and did not see charitable 
work as central to their identities, although it seemed possible that 
they would become more philanthropically active in the future.

I also ask in this chapter whether it is possible, or desirable, from 
the perspective of these interviewees, to use giving back to challenge 
structural arrangements that ultimately benefit them. Sociologists 
have tended to question the motivations and functions of philan-
thropy and volunteerism, often arguing that these actions both de-
pend on and justify class privilege and that philanthropy essentially 
reproduces class divisions.3 People I interviewed in the more tra-
ditional group bear out this skepticism, as they tend to focus their 
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giving and volunteering either on their own communities, especially 
their children’s schools, or on organizations that help the very poor 
(thereby ameliorating the worst effects of capitalist inequality rather 
than changing the system). However, donors I interviewed who are 
more politically critical articulate a sense of helplessness about chal-
lenging the conditions of their own privilege. They are attuned to 
and frustrated by the limits of their own capacity to make meaningful 
change.

AWA R E N E S S  A N D  A P P R E C I AT I O N

To begin with, then, my interviewees often invoked “awareness” as 
a responsibility of privilege. This concept meant, first, not taking 
their advantages for granted. When I asked Frances, for example, 
“Has it been hard for you to get used to being more well- off than 
you were growing up?,” she said, “I hope I’m never used to it. . . . 
I would never want to take any of this for granted.” Penny told me 
she and her husband were a bit torn about buying a second home 
rather than renting, as they had been in the summer. The house they 
really wanted cost $5 million, which they found “ridiculous”; they 
had seen another place they liked, but they weren’t sure the owners 
would sell it. She said, “These are amazing problems to have. I never 
want to lose sight of that.” To become “used to” or “lose sight of ” 
privilege means somehow to become embedded in it, perhaps to 
have it become too much of one’s identity.

Awareness not only entails knowing intellectually that one is priv-
ileged but also feeling lucky, appreciative, and grateful. Gary told me 
that he and his wife shared “fundamental values,” including “that 
you should never forget the privilege that you have, and be aware. 
Thankful.” Nicole told me she sometimes talked with her cousins 
about her extended family’s advantaged financial situation. She said, 
“I mean, we’re incredibly grateful. To be able to go to [her presti-
gious college], without having to work your ass off? It’s like, that is 
huge. And I knew it at the time. I know it now. Like, knowing more 
people who, like, had to work their butts off. Or who have student 
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loans. I mean, all that kind of stuff is just such a big deal. So, we are, 
all of us, incredibly grateful.”

Nicholas articulated the moral imperative of appreciation very 
explicitly. He told me, of his Manhattan townhouse, “I sit around 
and I appreciate it. . . . I go, ‘Wow. I don’t deserve it. This is amaz-
ing. Like, nobody deserves this. No one should feel entitled to such 
luxury.’ Not like, ‘I’m worthless, I don’t deserve it.’ Like, generally 
speaking, how dare anyone feel entitled to such space and light and 
wonderfulness? . . . I feel super, super lucky.” He also said, “A pox 
on anyone who would feel entitled to such things and not feel ap-
preciative of them.” Though he doesn’t think anyone deserves what 
he has, Nicholas clearly suggests that to feel entitled rather than 
grateful is to be especially undeserving. Penny told me, “I don’t think 
the money has changed us, in our core, that dramatically. I think we 
still think, ‘Oh my God. This is so crazy.’ Like, we don’t feel entitled, 
at all.” Again, maintaining this distance between one’s core self and 
one’s privilege serves somehow to keep illegitimate entitlement at 
bay. This affective stance also echoes the desire not to “need” this 
lifestyle, which I explored in chapter 3.

The people I talked with also contrasted themselves more explic-
itly with wealthy people who did not express this kind of mindfulness 
about privilege. As I mentioned in chapter 1, Betsy and her friends 
jokingly referred to themselves as the “working class” because their 
lifestyles depended on continued earnings and hard work. She also 
distinguished her level of awareness from theirs. She said, of her 
friends, “I feel like that group of people cares more about ground-
edness. And understanding that [ours] is an outlier situation. This is 
not how the vast majority of the people of the world live.” As we have 
seen, the notion of “groundedness” implies some kind of symbolic 
link to the reality of those with less.

My interviewees also tied consciousness of privilege to thought-
ful, prudent spending of the sort I discussed in chapter 3. Nadine, 
for example, said, “When you have more money, it’s tempting to 
stop thinking about it. And to be like, ‘Well, boy. [I have], like, 
millions of dollars. So I don’t really need to think about this, and 
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this handbag’s nice. Why do I need to torture myself over whether 
or not I should get it?’ ” But, she said, “I still think that it’s really im-
portant to kind of interrogate every— especially every expensive— 
thing you’re doing. Like, is this really worth it?” Warren told me 
that his financial caution came partly from his working- class up-
bringing. He added, “I also think it’s important not to piss away 
money. Because we have a lot of money. And people don’t have 
money. And you’ve got to, sort of, act respectfully and responsibly 
with it.” To act “respectfully” with money appears to mean being 
both prudent with it and aware of those with less, and thus con-
stitutes a moral obligation.

Wendy, the corporate lawyer, similarly connected an awareness 
of privilege to her consumption decisions. She described herself 
and her husband as “struggling with how we feel about the type of 
money we’re spending, and trying to be conscious about it, like, 
careful, and be grounded and have the right values— you know, rec-
ognize how lucky we are— but also not live life with a hair shirt.” Here 
“conscious” connotes both prudent (“careful”) and “grounded,” with 
the “right values.” Wendy also explicitly contrasts her awareness of 
“how lucky we are” with the behavioral practice of “not living life 
with a hair shirt.” That is, thinking about being fortunate is like the 
compromise point between a lack of awareness and concretely giv-
ing up enough to cause discomfort.4

In some cases, awareness intensified and began to feel like con-
flict. A few of my subjects seemed almost to “torture” themselves, 
to use Nadine’s word. But, perhaps counterintuitively, experiencing 
this internal struggle sometimes seemed to help them feel better 
about their privilege. As we have seen, Beatrice had inherited wealth 
from her family, and she was struggling to decide whether to buy a 
second home and whether to send her child to private school. She 
and her husband could afford it, though it would have meant spend-
ing some of her inherited wealth rather than living on their com-
bined income of about $250,000. Having grown up around people 
she thought cared only about money, Beatrice strongly disliked this 
orientation. Living on their income was important, she said, because 
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“I feel like it’s a commitment to the life choices we’ve made.” By 
“life choices” she mainly meant her choice to work in a nonprofit, 
which she characterized as a decision “not to make my life about 
the earning of money.”

Beatrice added, “I feel like it was like an ethical commitment, 
to choose the kind of career that I chose, and that suddenly giv-
ing myself freewheeling access to this [the private school and the 
second home], without some sort of wrestling with it, is a little bit 
of a betrayal to my ethic.” I asked, “If you had chosen to be an in-
vestment banker, then it seems like you would think it would be 
more legitimate to have this money . . .” She interrupted me, saying, 
“Yes, you know why? Because I’d be an asshole.” I responded, “So 
does it make you an asshole to spend the money that you do have 
without conflict?” After a long pause, she responded, “Yes, I think 
it does. I think that that’s what I’m concerned about.” I asked, “Are 
you concerned that other people think that, or just you think that?” 
“No,” she said, “it’s really mostly what I think.” Beatrice seems to 
feel that her entitlement to spend this money rests on “wrestling 
with” these decisions— on imagining that she might make a different 
choice— which means she is not taking her advantages for granted. 
The struggle itself is a moral obligation. But ultimately she and her 
husband did send their child to private school, and they did buy the 
second home.

Eliana also wanted to distance herself from people with money 
and was glad when it seemed that others in her social and pro-
fessional circles couldn’t tell she was wealthy. In explaining why, 
she said, “I have class hatred, too. . . . I believe, like, a lot of totally 
knee- jerk things. Like, that a lot of those people are, you know, total 
 assholes. . . . So I can’t completely align with the rich, because I also 
have that antagonism.” Eliana had “spent a year in deep agony” about 
putting her daughter in private school. Speaking of that decision, 
she said, “Part of it was just like, I’m going to be in self- hatred all 
the time. Because I’m going to go pick her up at school. I’m going 
to line up with the other white mothers on the street, and I’m going 
to hate that I am indistinguishable from them. It’s, like, an affront to 
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my pretensions of uniqueness, or inhabiting it in a particular way, or 
whatever.” I asked her if it made her “feel better, to be, like, ‘Well, at 
least I’m conflicted about it.’ ” She responded, “Yes! Yeah. It does.” 
She described having the conflict as “a moral appeasement to self.”

In the end, she told me, “I decided I’m going to have to accept 
that these are really very deep contradictions. And I feel, in a lot 
of ways, like, just a completely thoroughgoing hypocrite all the 
time. But I also feel like it’s not un- thought- through.” “Thinking it 
through” partially alleviates the sense of hypocrisy that Eliana de-
scribes, though she is also trying to accept these contradictions (an 
issue to which I return at the end of the chapter).

It’s also striking that Eliana recognizes her “pretensions of unique-
ness, or inhabiting it in a particular way.” This recognition shows how 
deeply her sense of occupying her privilege appropriately depends 
on not being like rich “assholes” in terms of her lifestyle choices, 
although she may be exactly like them in terms of her economic 
situation. And even when the choices these women make— to send 
a child to public school, to buy a second home— are the same as 
the choices “rich assholes” make, having struggled emotionally with 
the decision is a way of differentiating themselves from people they 
believe have an illegitimate sense of entitlement.

R E C I P R O C I T Y,  E Q U A L I T Y,  A N D  E F FA C E M E N T

The people I talked with translated this broad imperative of “aware-
ness” into their interactions with others. But being aware of differ-
ence, ironically, meant acting as if it didn’t exist. That is, these inter-
actions were largely governed by norms of civility that effaced class 
difference. First, a norm of silence prevailed, as I have already pointed 
out. Many respondents told me they avoided discussing certain is-
sues, such as the hassles and costs of home renovation, when talking 
with people who had less. Talia said, as noted, “You don’t want to 
brag” about your advantages. Others didn’t want to be “stuck up.” 
Maya told me she tried to be careful about what kinds of clothes she 
brought on “girls’ weekends” with old friends who had less than she.
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Second, my interviewees emphasized the importance of treating 
other people well, meaning with kindness, respect, and gratitude. As 
we will see in chapter 6, parents repeatedly stressed how important 
it was to inculcate this value in their children. The Golden Rule— “Do 
unto others as you would have them do unto you”— mandates this 
norm of reciprocity. The norm applies regardless of the class posi-
tion of the other person. Like not talking about money, “being nice” 
obscures class difference by treating everyone the same. It presumes 
equivalence, and therefore equality. Furthermore, to be nice to oth-
ers is to demonstrate that one does not feel entitled in the negative 
sense. Alexis made this connection most explicitly in speaking of 
restaurant servers, saying: “I’m always appreciative. I don’t feel, like, 
entitled to service.” To appreciate the work of others is to recognize 
a responsibility (a form of awareness) and to demonstrate the proper 
unentitled affect.

Again, those I interviewed drew boundaries against wealthy peo-
ple who transgressed these norms by being rude or unappreciative, 
and they praised those who were “nice.” Stephanie told me, for ex-
ample, “Well, once summer hits [in the Hamptons], I can’t stand— 
like, we don’t go out to dinner. We don’t really leave the house, 
other than going to the beach. Because the people are just awful, 
you know— too much money, spoiled. They hate locals. They’re rude 
to people that work in restaurants and everything, because they’re 
locals.” Linda articulated the importance of being a nice person in 
order to occupy wealth legitimately when she described a wealthy 
friend, saying, “He’s a really nice guy. He’s really, really, really rich. 
I mean, I have a lot of questions about the values in our society that 
enable him to be so rich and others to not be, but he’s a nice person. 
His child is a great kid.” Linda’s friend (and Linda herself, though 
she is less wealthy) can thus distance themselves from the “values in 
our society” that lead to this kind of wealth by adhering to another 
set of values about behavior, which indicates that they are a certain 
kind of people.5

The service providers I interviewed likewise differentiated 
among wealthy people on the basis of behavior, prizing reciprocal 
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and friendly interactions. When I asked what it was like to work for 
wealthy people, many of these service professionals responded by 
telling me how “nice” their clients were. They were adamant that 
they would not work with people who didn’t respect them. Annie, 
a personal concierge, told me, “If they’re not going to treat me prop-
erly, I’m not going to take it. I’ll walk out, away from the situation. 
You know, simply because you’re paying me to do the job doesn’t 
mean that you should have any right to treat me any less than you 
would anybody else.” David, the interior designer, put it more con-
cisely, saying simply, “I don’t work with assholes.” Regina, a long-
time interior designer, differentiated among wealthy people on the 
basis of character, saying, “I don’t work for terrible people. There are 
a whole bunch of rich people out there who are so— their character is 
so bad. They are so greedy. And, well, you know what’s happened to 
this country [in the economic crisis]. And I don’t decorate for those 
people. The people who I work for are really, really kinder, gentler, 
caring about other people.” By making these distinctions, these in-
terviewees set up a requirement that clients be “good people” in 
order to deserve the service providers’ services (and, by extension, 
broader entitlements as well). Being caring and kind is the basis of 
legitimate entitlement.6

Some service providers believed that their clients tried to mit-
igate their discomfort with economic disparity by being nice. For 
example, Robert, a real estate broker, said many of his clients were 
conflicted about money. When I asked how he saw these conflicts, 
he invoked reciprocity repeatedly in his response: “Basic things. Are 
they on time for the appointment? Do they apologize? How do they 
treat the doorman?” Robert, who is African American, also said that 
he saw the conflict in the way his black clients would greet workers. 
“If you’re black, and you’re here looking at a three- million- dollar 
apartment, and there’s some black guys on the job site, and you say, 
‘Hi,’ [you’re showing] a certain guilt that ‘[I’m] a shithead, and I’m 
looking at a three million dollar apartment.’ So you try to equalize it.”

Reciprocity suggests that everyone is entitled to the same rec-
ognition of personhood (“I treat everyone the same”) regardless of 
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material resources. It thus denies that having fewer resources makes a 
meaningful difference. Monica explicitly distanced moral worth from 
having money, saying, “I don’t know what my friends make a year. I 
don’t really care what they make a year. I don’t need to know. I just 
need to know that they’re nice people. Nice to me. And they have good 
kids. . . . Those are the values that are important to me.” She creates 
silence about difference by denying that money matters, elevating 
the ideals of “niceness” and good personhood instead. In the main, 
awareness and treating others as equal go together— the private affect 
recognizes difference, but the public interaction insists on equality.

At the same time, many of my subjects also talked about being 
generous financially to people in their own lives— a practice that does 
acknowledge their advantages relative to these more intimate oth-
ers. Many gave money on a regular basis to their family members, 
especially parents, but sometimes also to siblings or extended family. 
They also talked about being generous on an everyday level. Alice 
said, of her family and old friends who had less than she, “For them, 
my thought process is always sort of, ‘What can I do? What dinner 
can I buy? What trip can I have somebody tag along on?’ Because 
most of that group of people in my family or friends circle are not in 
a position to be able to do things that they necessarily want to do, or 
buy the things that they want to buy.” Gary said, “We have an ethos of 
trying to share it. So we’ll lend our house to somebody. We’re the host 
of the class party.” Others also shared their homes in various ways.

Unlike “niceness” that obscures class difference, these efforts 
sometimes caused tension, precisely because this kind of generos-
ity between friends and even family members exposes inequality. 
Scott, for example, spoke of the strangeness created for Olivia when 
she went back to her working- class family of origin with what he 
called her “infinity checkbook.” This kind of exchange also breaks 
the taboo on talking about or even acknowledging financial differ-
ences. Nadine said, “You’ve got to start where you live. Who you 
are. You know what I mean? Like, you can think about feeding, like, 
starving people in Ethiopia. But if you’re fucking miserly in your 
everyday life, you know? Then that’s a problem.” Part of her rule 
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was to “take people out to dinner, unless it’s really awkward and 
they don’t feel like being taken out to dinner. Because I think class 
is a big reality, and people get— I totally understand it— defensive 
about being taken out, or it feels weird.” She told me a story about 
a recent encounter with a friend with whom she had planned to 
have dinner, but he couldn’t afford it and was uncomfortable with 
allowing her to pay, so they ended up having a drink instead. Other 
respondents also described this discomfort, and some complained 
that even their parents or siblings resisted taking money from them.

Several people also talked about trying to be fair employers of 
domestic workers. Sara said, “I mean, the most stressful part for me 
of employing a child care provider at home has been being a good 
employer for them.” She emphasized paying more than her friends 
did and asking less of household workers. Janice told me she paid 
her nanny twenty dollars per hour, above the going rate in New York 
of fifteen dollars or so. She said, “That’s a political thing for me, and 
a social justice thing. . . . I want to pay well for that work, and treat 
whoever’s doing it well.” One respondent sent money to her former 
nanny for years after the nanny returned to her country of origin; 
another “helped” her nanny financially when someone in her family 
had health problems. As I have already mentioned, Zoe wanted to 
treat her domestic employees well, saying, “If I don’t give my clothing 
or anything that we’re giving away to the church, I give it to them. 
They’re very happy with how they’re paid. Days that I give them 
off. I like to keep them happy.” Zoe explicitly compensates for her 
advantages over her nanny and housekeeper (and their access to her 
lifestyle) by treating them generously. These choices also expose class 
asymmetries between workers and employers but seem to create less 
tension in these relationships than in relationships with family and 
friends, likely because these differences are more taken for granted.

In talking about the workers who were renovating her apartment, 
Betsy said she felt uncomfortable with their having less. I asked, 
“And what do you do with that?” She responded with significant 
hesitation and atypical inarticulacy, perhaps because my question 
implied that there was something she should “do” beyond feeling 
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uncomfortable. She said, “Well, my—I mean, the way that I deal 
with it, is that I—I talk to them. I want to know, like—if they want 
to tell me. I treat them like I would treat anybody else. And—but I’m 
aware that that’s—you know, that that—that—that—they’re making 
very little money in a week, and doing a really hard job. You know?” 
I asked, “Do you think there’s anything that you can do about that, 
in some way?” She said, “Well, I’m tipping them all. You know? I 
don’t know whether that’s standard or not. But no. There’s nothing 
I can do about it. I plan to write them all a thank- you note and give 
them a tip. You know? Because, whatever they can do with it, that’s 
extra money that can make them happier, then I’m more than willing 
to do it, and they deserve it.” I said, “And beyond that, I mean, in 
terms of kind of inequality generally. I mean, do you feel like there’s 
anything that you can do, or can be done?” She said, “Personally? 
I mean, no. No—Not right—not—not—not now. For me, not now. 
But I feel badly about it, and I’m aware of it, and—I just—am aware 
of, like, not making people feel worse, or uncomfortable around 
that. You know? Understanding it.” Betsy describes not only her 
own awareness, but also two forms of interaction with these work-
ers, which stand in tension: treating them as equals (which denies 
difference) and tipping them (which acknowledges difference). But 
she frames these as an inadequate solution to the structural problem 
of inequality, as I discuss later.

G I V I N G  M O N E Y  A N D  T I M E

The traditional way to “give back,” of course, is with charitable con-
tributions and volunteer labor. Nearly all my interviewees said these 
forms of giving were important in principle, and nearly all said they 
gave some money away. But not all were equally active or identified 
with giving. The amounts they donated varied widely, from a couple 
of thousand dollars annually to over half a million, though very few 
gave more than 5 percent of their income.7 The recipients of their 
money and time also spanned a wide range, although their alma ma-
ters and their children’s schools were by far the organizations they 
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mentioned most often.8 The vast majority also gave at least something 
to causes that mirrored their own interests or those of their children. 
Lawyers gave to legal aid; artists gave to arts organizations; parents 
gave to groups their children participated in; people with certain ill-
nesses in their families donated to cure those illnesses. African Amer-
ican respondents gave to racial empowerment groups or volunteered 
with Jack and Jill (a social organization for the black middle class and 
above) or in African American communities in other ways.9 Women 
of color volunteered on the diversity committees of their children’s 
schools. Some women gave to women’s and girls’ rights groups; gay 
people gave to gay rights groups. They participated in neighborhood 
groups or served on their condo or co- op boards.

People for whom charitable work is a significant part of their 
identities fall into two broad groups. The first comprises philan-
thropists and volunteers in a fairly traditional model, who seem 
relatively comfortable occupying public roles. Some people with 
this orientation identify strongly as community philanthropists and 
volunteers. Others take on a similar role but to a lesser extent, partly 
because they have younger children but also because they identify 
less as wealthy. The people in the second group, composed mainly 
of liberal and progressive inheritors, tend to donate large amounts 
of money, but they feel torn about developing public identities as 
philanthropists. They are more likely to work full- time and hence 
less likely to volunteer large amounts of time, although many serve 
on at least one board. The rest of the sample comprises people who 
are less involved in this kind of charitable work, although most imag-
ine it will become a bigger part of their lives in the future.

Traditional Public Philanthropy and Volunteerism

Many people in families with male earners and stay- at- home wives 
saw charitable giving and volunteerism as quite important to their 
identities. I typically interviewed the wives in these families, who 
reminded me of the wealthy women that scholars such as Susan 
 Ostrander have written about, in that it was part of their lifestyle and 
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their sense of social obligation to give away money and do volunteer 
work.10 Some spoke of having grown up in families with traditions of 
charity and volunteering. One woman told me, “My dad was always 
a big volunteer. And believes very much in giving back. And so, 
that’s definitely been instilled in us.” The idea of noblesse oblige that 
implicitly governs this giving tends to be unapologetically public, 
and my interviewees did not express ambivalence about it. These 
givers are often photographed at charitable galas and luncheons, and 
at least a few have been recognized in their communities for their 
philanthropic or volunteer efforts.

Some women, especially the wealthiest, were prominent com-
munity volunteers, spending a few hours a day on this work in busy 
times. They and their husbands often sat on the boards of at least one 
organization. Several women I interviewed had run major fundrais-
ing drives for organizations they supported. Their families gave away 
tens or hundreds of thousands of dollars each year; a few had set up 
family foundations. These women did not express conflicts about 
taking on public identities as volunteers and philanthropists, which is 
the norm in these communities. Except for the very wealthiest, who 
are downward- oriented because it is nearly impossible not to be, as 
I have discussed, the people in this group tended to face upward, 
comparing themselves to others like them or those who had more.

Beyond their own and their children’s schools, these women had 
strong and ongoing commitments to particular organizations, such 
as a local hospital or religious or civic organizations. Several in the 
suburbs belonged to the Junior League. They also gave to causes 
associated with extremely poor people, such as foster care, home-
lessness, or food pantries. One mother, who was active in her chil-
dren’s school as well as in an antihunger organization, told me she 
and her husband gave away money because “we realize how lucky 
we are” and because she wanted to distribute the money before her 
death (“I just would rather do it, and see people being able to enjoy 
that money”). She signaled the twin concerns of the “less fortunate” 
and her own community when she said, “In the end, I think we give 
money because we want to improve the lives of other people, either 
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less fortunate than us or our kids, I guess, to some [extent].” In this 
sense, the practice of people in this group was consistent with re-
search indicating that wealthy people often give primarily in ways 
that both benefit and reproduce their own communities and com-
munity institutions and that, when they give to recipients outside 
these communities, it is often to mitigate the most pernicious effects 
of capitalism and curb more radical alternatives.11

Some of these women spoke of their volunteer work as satisfying 
in the same ways their jobs had been, and they did not express a 
desire to return to paid work. When talking about what she would 
do once her children were older, I asked Frances if it would matter 
whether she got paid. She responded, “No, because I don’t need the 
money. And no, because for the moment, at least, all my volunteer 
work is done with a lot of other pretty smart, highly motivated peo-
ple. So I’m still in an environment that I think would be somewhat 
equivalent to an environment where I was getting paid.” Like a few of 
the other women I interviewed, Frances seemed well on her way to 
developing a career in philanthropy, though she (like most people) 
would probably not identify it as such.12

Some stay- at- home mothers, many of whom had young chil-
dren, seemed to me less actively involved with philanthropy in 
the broad sense as a key source of their identities. Many of their 
husbands sat on boards of arts or poverty- alleviation organiza-
tions. Such work struck me in several cases as something that was 
expected of the husbands in their professional capacity. But the 
women themselves rarely described particular philanthropic in-
terests of their own— possibly because they did not feel that the 
money was theirs, as we will see in chapter 5. They gave primarily 
to educational institutions they were connected to and to causes 
espoused by their friends. While many volunteered— sometimes 
quite extensively— at their children’s schools, they did not describe 
wanting to volunteer in other organizations. Sometimes their vol-
unteering felt perfunctory.13

Rather than talking about improving the community, these 
women tended to be more focused on their nuclear families’ needs. 
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Penny, for example, had participated enthusiastically in fundraising 
at her kids’ school. But, she said, “Other charity stuff, I feel like I just 
 haven’t been engaged in anything else. Like, if someone came to me, 
or I was to seek out something, I feel like that could be a next thing. 
But I don’t have time. Or the interest, right now. Like, thank God, no 
one’s been really sick. I  haven’t done a cancer thing, or this or that.” 
Penny seems to imply that she would only be motivated to become 
more active in philanthropy if she were to have a reason that came 
very close to her own life or her family.

Indeed, it seemed to me that these women’s identities were not so 
tied to this kind of charitable and community work largely because 
they did not consider themselves to have the responsibilities of no-
blesse oblige and community building of the kind Ostrander talked 
about. In contrast to most women in the suburbs, whose environ-
ments featured a set of clearly defined local institutions, the women in 
the city were less likely to see themselves as part of a cohesive, singular 
community of wealthy people. This tendency may be partly due to the 
characteristics of the group of people I talked with, including their 
willingness to define themselves as wealthy.14 But it also illuminates 
the diversity of wealthy microcultures in and around the city.

The lack of identification with philanthropy among these women 
also seems linked to the strong focus on family at this stage of life, 
as I discuss later. Several women planned to volunteer more when 
their children were older. Maya said, for example, “I’m not giving 
enough of my time right now” because her children were so young. 
She asserted, “My goal longer term is to do a lot more philanthropic 
stuff ” rather than go back to a paid job. This vision indicates that 
these women may become more like those who have deeper identity 
commitments to philanthropic work.

Ambivalent Identities

The other group of people who tended to take their philanthropy 
very seriously were downward- oriented liberals and progressives, 
who usually (though not always) had both inherited wealth and 
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paying jobs. Some gave away amounts in the hundreds of thou-
sands of dollars; others gave less, but all spoke of themselves as 
having a philanthropic responsibility. Like more traditional givers, 
some described having been raised in households where philan-
thropy was emphasized. Eliana, for example, had been trained 
from an early age to give away money. She said, “My parents gave 
us a book called Robin Hood Was Right [a progressive guide to 
philanthropy]. That was our first thing. They’re like, ‘Here’s two 
hundred dollars. What are you going to do?’ So they gave us to 
understand that that was just, like, not optional. . . . It was like, 
you know, the Eleventh Commandment.” But in contrast to those 
who took volunteerism and philanthropy more for granted, these 
donors were less comfortable with giving a public face to these 
activities. This distinction was connected to other variations in 
their giving habits.

First, they volunteered less of their time than more traditional 
givers. Several served on the boards of nonprofit organizations and/
or participated in the philanthropy of their family foundations. But 
they did not speak often of devoting time to their children’s schools 
or other organizations. This is largely, I believe, because their pro-
fessional obligations meant they had less free time. Many worked for 
nonprofits, so they were paid for labor they might otherwise have 
volunteered, and some interpreted this paid work as their “contribu-
tion.” But they also did not typically belong to communities where 
traditional public volunteering (usually by stay- at- home mothers) 
was the norm.

They also tended to give to different kinds of causes. Like tradi-
tional givers, these donors usually gave to their own and their chil-
dren’s schools.15 But, whereas more traditional givers also favored 
local institutions and civic organizations that were more middle- of- 
the- road politically, these givers tended to support organizations 
advocating reproductive rights; local and international health and 
human rights organizations; small arts organizations; and anti-
poverty organizations. The most progressive gave to organizations 
that were more critical of economic and racial inequality.
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Progressive herself, Sara and her husband, who worked in fi-
nance, mostly socialized with people from the corporate world, who 
were more politically conservative. She described trying to raise 
money from these friends for a progressive women’s organization 
whose board she had recently joined: “I’m trying to think about, 
like, how are my friends going to, you know, get [the organization’s] 
work for social change and social- justice feminism. A lot of people 
are going to be like, ‘What? They did, huh?’ And frankly, I think a 
lot of my friends  haven’t really thought of charitable giving beyond, 
you know, an alma mater. I would say, for the most part, my friends’ 
giving is probably focused on their schools.”

These givers also differed from more traditional ones in that they 
were or had been more conflicted about recognizing themselves as 
wealthy people, which had affected their giving habits. They tended 
to describe developing a philanthropic practice over time as they 
came to terms with their identities. Gary said that, for many years, 
“I literally gave five hundred dollars to hundreds of organizations. 
I exaggerate not. Hundreds of organizations.” He had done this, he 
said, “To stay below the radar. To not draw attention that I was giving 
a lot of money.” He did not want to be pegged as a potential donor, an 
issue many of the wealthier people I talked with mentioned, because 
it meant managing more requests for money. But giving his money 
away also tapped into Gary’s conflicts about having the money to 
begin with. Yet he had largely overcome these conflicts, saying, “An-
other transom I’ve crossed is a readiness to give in bigger amounts 
that definitely can draw attention.”

Experts I interviewed who worked in the world of progressive 
or alternative philanthropy also identified difficulty in giving money 
away as a paradoxical consequence of feeling troubled about wealth. 
Diane, a financial advisor for affluent progressives, told me that peo-
ple who were more conflicted about their wealth were actually much 
harder for fundraisers to deal with because they were less straight-
forward about how much they wanted to give and to whom, and they 
were not good at saying no. She said, “They often give misleading 
cues to the fundraisers, you know, it’s like, ‘Would you like to give?’ 
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‘Well, I’m not quite sure, I need to check with . . .’ You know, they 
can’t say no. They won’t say, ‘I’ve got my strategic giving plan, and 
I’m sorry but I don’t give to animals, I do give to women, so [I won’t 
donate to you],’ you know?” Such people, she said, “waste a lot of 
energy in indecision, or between their desires and their ‘shoulds’ 
and ‘oughts,’ and would be a lot more liberated and probably a lot 
easier for fundraisers to deal with if they could just be clear about 
who they are.” Diane means they should be clear about who they are 
in terms of what they are willing to give, but in order to have this 
clarity they must also be clear about who they are as wealthy people. 
She said, “People who are clear are at peace, and they’re just easier 
to deal with and they have an easier time living their lives.” Ironically, 
then, discomfort about being wealthy in the first place can prevent 
philanthropic “giving back.”

Often these conflicts had to do with acting publicly, “coming out” 
as having wealth. As we have seen, Olivia said she wanted to be espe-
cially generous with her money because, she acknowledged, “I didn’t 
earn it.” She wanted to use these resources “to help somebody out 
[who’s] in need. It’s to equalize.” She gave money to people in her ex-
tended family, and she and Scott contributed hundreds of thousands 
of dollars every few years to a donor- advised fund.16 But she was torn 
about developing an identity as a philanthropist, largely because she 
was uncomfortable identifying as a wealthy person. Speaking of her 
desire to be “normal,” she said, “I mean, that’s a big reason why I 
don’t think I’ve grabbed the philanthropy bull by the horns.” She felt 
their charitable giving was “haphazard,” directed toward “obvious 
things like our kids’ schools.” She said she could imagine becoming 
more directed and consistent. “I know that a lot of the good deeds 
in the world wouldn’t have happened if people with money hadn’t 
supported them. So I know that. But, like, having that be my identity, 
[I’m] just not comfortable at all with that. I’m just not comfortable. 
And the vast majority of things we do anonymously.”

Kevin was conflicted about the wealth he had access to through 
his partner, including their large home, mostly because he agreed 
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with political critiques of inequality (“I’m Occupy”). He also feared 
judgment from progressive peers, a fear that testifies to the diversity 
of his network. But he described getting used to this identity after 
hosting an event for some activists, saying, “There are moments of 
clarity to me where [I think], ‘You know what, we are the people 
with the big house, and money has given us the possibility of, not 
just, like, buying fancy things for ourselves but kind of creating space 
where other things that I think are important can happen.’ So I have 
moments of kind of like, ‘Yes, let’s have all those activists into our 
home.’ Because there’s no other easy space to gather and this will be 
comfortable and we’ll do a thing and that’ll be useful.” Here Kevin 
overcomes his reluctance to make his privilege visible to other pro-
gressives, which then allows him to make a contribution he might 
have otherwise avoided. It also seems to be a step on the road to 
becoming more comfortable in this identity.

Minimal Givers

Regardless of their politics, the rest of the people I talked with— about 
half the sample— did not describe philanthropy or volunteering as 
a significant part of their identity. Nearly all said they would like to 
give more or felt that they “should” do so. They certainly believed 
that “giving back” in this way was desirable. But philanthropy was 
not a significant priority for them, and they did not seem especially 
committed to particular causes. Asked if he gave away money, Justin 
said, “To charity? Some. I’d like to give away more. But, yeah. . . . 
You know, different fundraisers come up. You know, someone has 
a fundraiser. This disaster stuff. Like, Haiti, I’m probably going to 
give some money to the Red Cross.” Like Justin, most gave away just 
a few thousand dollars a year, often to friends who asked for their 
own charitable causes. Others gave to a variety of causes to which 
they sometimes had personal ties, including reproductive rights, the 
arts, education, and health. Some gave to international organizations 
doing humanitarian work.
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Future Philanthropic Identities

Many people I talked with also imagined becoming more involved 
in philanthropy in the future. Some of the wealthiest envisioned 
consolidating a more coherent philanthropic identity. For exam-
ple, Lucy and her earner husband were giving away $250,000 per 
year, but they felt this was not enough. She said, “It should be a 
much greater percentage of what we earn on an annual basis. Like, 
it should be more in the millions of dollars, to our point of view.” 
Lucy was also unsatisfied with the causes to which they were giving. 
She felt that, rather than developing a coherent plan, she and her 
husband tended to give to friends who asked for money for their pet 
projects. She told me:

Right now, it’s pretty pathetic. I think we donate a decent amount 
of money to our schools. And the only reason for that is because 
we don’t feel like we’ve been able to get our act together enough 
to actually give in a thoughtful way. We give to people when they 
ask, and not because we feel like it’s aligned with what our values 
are. I think what we have decided is that we’d like to go kind of 
strong and deep in a particular area, and not kind of all over the 
place. . . . But the challenge for us has been finding organizations 
that we feel are well run, whether we know enough about, to feel 
like we can really, like, channel a lot of money that way. Because 
it takes time and energy to do that. And we just  haven’t had the 
time and energy to research all the organizations that we feel like 
are worthwhile. So we end up getting lazy.

Similarly, Nicholas consistently set aside 5 percent of his income to 
give away, which went into a donor- advised fund, but he did not 
always disburse the money from the fund in a timely manner. He 
said, “I’m really bad at choosing where it goes. But I put the same, 
you know, 5 percent every year [into the fund]. I don’t give it out as 
fast as I put it in. And that’s an issue.” A former staff member with 
Resource Generation, an organization for young people with wealth, 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 2:27 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



“Gi v ing Back” | 145

told me: “One of the big ways that class privilege plays out is per-
fectionism. So, the sense of ‘I have to come up with the perfect plan 
and do it right.’ ”17 These donors expressed a strong commitment 
to giving away money but lacked clear priorities for it and had not 
developed consistent positions.

As noted previously, some potential givers described having kids 
as impeding their engaging in volunteer work or philanthropy. Chaz, 
for example, told me he and his wife had not given “significantly” to 
charitable causes. But, he said, “I’d say that it’s tough for it to be, like, 
a focus of ours now. Just, life with little kids. I think hopefully it will 
become more of a focus in the future for both of us. But right now, 
with three [small children], we’re just trying not to drown.” Janice 
told me, “I am very aware of being at a time in my life that’s very sort 
of inward- focused because I have little kids. I’m not as politically 
active as I used to be in social justice causes. I mean, I’m trying to 
give money to support them. But I’m not as involved.”

Beyond the time commitments, having kids also shaped potential 
donors’ thinking about what it meant to have enough. Karen said, 
“When I was like, a teenager, I always thought, like, as soon as I had 
enough money to just meet my basic needs, I would just give the rest 
away. Like, how can you see people who don’t have enough and do 
anything luxurious? I mean this partly comes from the mother that I 
was raised by, who actually does live that way. But [my husband and 
I] were just talking about how your values change when you have 
kids, and you want to amass something to give to them.”

Other people also mentioned postponing giving until after they 
had accumulated more assets. Donovan already had over $10 mil-
lion; he gave away about $100,000 per year and also directed some 
of his family foundation’s giving. He told me, “My attitude is . . . I 
think I’m a pretty good investor. So I feel like I’m playing for a longer 
term. So I  haven’t been willing to make very large [philanthropic] 
commitments because it’s going to reduce my flexibility, and that’s 
something I’ll be looking at as I get older. So probably in the next 
decade I’ll be looking at doing this more seriously.”18 Several people 
who currently gave away very little were also those most focused on 
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amassing wealth to protect against risk in an unpredictable market, 
and they imagined that they might give more in the future.

Paying Taxes as Giving Back

Some people I spoke with spontaneously connected charitable giv-
ing to taxes.19 James, for example, gave away about $2,000 per year 
(less than 1 percent of his income, let alone his $3 million in assets). 
He said, without my raising the question of taxes, “Yeah, we don’t 
give a lot of money straight away. I do pay a shitload of federal in-
come tax. It’s seemingly endless.” James seems not to see a differ-
ence between taxes and charitable contributions, but most of the 
rest of those I interviewed did. The more politically conservative 
people tended to distinguish taxes from philanthropy on the basis of 
who controls the ultimate destination of the money. In the quote at 
the beginning of the chapter, for example, Frances explicitly distin-
guishes philanthropic giving from paying taxes. That is, she denies 
that she has an obligation to pay more taxes, despite the unequal 
returns to assets she identifies, but she believes she does have an 
obligation to give her own money voluntarily to causes she chooses. 
Describing a similar logic, Alice said, of her husband: “It’s interest-
ing. Because, like I said, he’s very generous. Very philanthropic. But 
he wants to decide what to do with his money. He doesn’t want the 
government to decide what to do with his money. . . . He thinks the 
private sector can do a better job with certain things.”

By the same token, high earners were usually opposed to higher 
taxes, which seemed to take away their rightfully earned money. 
Paul, as we have seen, was adamant about the value of hard work as 
the basis for entitlement. He said that, with higher taxes “they’re tak-
ing more of my money that I’ve earned.” One stay- at- home mother 
and her husband (with an annual income of about $500,000) had 
voted for Romney, partly because, she said of her husband: “He’s 
one of these people that is being pegged as, you know, ‘You don’t 
pay your fair share. You’re not paying your fair share.’ It’s like, all his 
money goes [to taxes]! And that’s part of it, too, that’s very upsetting 
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for him. Because it’s like, there’s no incentive for him to make more 
money because they just take more of it. And hand it out.” Even 
some of the more liberal or downward- oriented people had become 
increasingly antitax over time. Penny told me her husband, who 
earned about $3 million per year, had “become more of a Republi-
can, because of taxes.” She laughed. “So, as he’s made more, he has 
to give half of it away or more. He’s like, ‘Oh my God. How is that 
possible? I don’t get that. I work so hard, now I have to give half of 
it away. Like, really?’ ”

Women who stayed at home were sometimes more conflicted 
about this, consistent with their distance from paid work. Lucy’s 
husband hated the idea of raising taxes on high earners. But she was 
ambivalent: “I think I feel a little bit more conflicted about it, I have 
to say. I don’t think anybody wants to be taxed more. I do think that 
taxes support good projects and good programs. I guess I’m more 
conflicted about it than he is. I really am.” Though Alice’s husband 
did not trust the state to use “his” money well, Alice herself was more 
pro- tax, arguing that “not everyone is going to” give away what her 
husband would give.

In contrast, downward- oriented people tended to see taxes as 
a form of giving back analogous to charitable giving, especially 
when they were inheritors and hence less connected to discourses 
of earning. Nadine herself mused, “I wish more rich people felt 
like it was their job to give back, you know? Everyone I know feels 
like, ‘Oh, it’s so heinous how much we get taxed.’ Because I know 
people in that top income bracket. And it is pretty brutal. I mean, 
you know, you basically— I mean, it’s like, the death tax is . . . it’s 
like, more than a third.20 Well over a third, right? Forty percent. 
But I just feel like, ‘Yeah. Okay, that makes sense to me.’ You know, 
it kind of sucks come tax time, and sometimes it hurts. But what 
do you expect, you know? You have more, you give more. I just 
feel like, that’s common sense, to me. I don’t understand people 
who feel like that’s not.”

As this stance suggests, these downward- oriented people were 
also less suspicious of the state. Danielle, who described herself as 
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“pretty far left,” said, “I think socially the government has an obli-
gation to people, and that if you have more, you should give more, 
and you should pay more taxes. And I think that as a culture we 
can’t spread it equally, so we need the government to do it largely 
for us.” Miriam likewise defended the government’s role when she 
said, “I actually totally believe in taxes. I think that I should pay more 
taxes. . . . Sometimes I get really annoyed with people in the city who 
are always, like, complaining about taxes and complaining about 
the subway and this or that. I’m like, you know what, the subway’s 
pretty fucking awesome. It’s really amazing. There’s problems with 
this and that, but mostly it runs, and it takes you from here to there, 
and it’s fast, and it’s, you know, reasonably clean. It’s efficient. And 
someone has to pay for all this shit, right? So you buy your tokens 
and there’s city subsidies and all this stuff. Someone needs to plow 
your streets. I totally believe in taxes, and I don’t— I’m fine with 
paying more taxes.”

Specific tax policies did shape charitable giving, however, even 
for more liberal people. Talia said, “I mean, we donate to like, pub-
lic radio. We give to our alma maters. I would say probably ten to 
twenty [thousand dollars per year]. And again, the tax benefit is also 
nice.” Nadine said, suggesting that the amount of her and her part-
ner’s charitable giving was determined by the desire to avoid taxes, 
“Our charitable gift fund offsets capital gains [tax]. So there are years 
we’ve given away twenty thousand, and there’s years we’ve given 
away five.” Tax preparation also influenced the timing of giving, as 
some people made annual charitable contributions when they were 
thinking about their taxes. Wendy justified her fairly small dona-
tions with reference to the lack of a tax benefit. She told me, “We 
do [give money away], but I struggle with that, it’s not enough, like, 
given what we have, I think I’m probably supposed to be giving away 
more. . . . Part of it is, is like, I don’t get any benefit from our taxes, 
which pisses me off. Like, somehow— and I don’t understand taxes 
well enough— but we would have to give away a lot more in order 
for it to be above a minimum where we start to get some credit for 
the itemized deductions.”
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Tax policy also shaped decisions about transferring money in 
families with multigenerational wealth. Even progressives, who ad-
vocated higher taxes for the wealthy in general, took advantage of 
rules permitting untaxed annual gifts under a certain amount from 
older generations to younger ones as a way to minimize estate taxes 
when the older relatives die. Similarly, grandparents often paid for 
the private schools of their grandchildren (this was common in the 
families of those I interviewed) as a way of passing on wealth without 
paying taxes. Sara, who otherwise believed in paying taxes, called 
this practice “just good estate planning.”

G I V I N G  B A C K  O R  G I V I N G  U P ?

Most of the people I talked with resembled wealthy people who have 
been studied by other researchers, for whom giving back does not 
challenge structural inequalities in any way. These are people who 
mostly have faith in the system, as Frances asserts in the opening quote 
(“I do believe in a market economy”). They acknowledge disparity but 
take it as given— beyond the control, and thus the responsibility, of 
the beneficiary. Monica told me, “I don’t ever feel guilt [about people 
with less]. Because I didn’t necessarily personally put them there.” She 
also recounted, of a lesson she had learned from her mother,

I remember [when I was] growing up, and I was saying to my 
friend, “Oh, I can’t believe this, people live on the side of the 
highway.” My mother was like, “Well, they can’t afford to live in 
the suburbs. That’s what they can have. And they’re happy about 
it, that’s what they have.” And that has always stuck with me. You 
know? It’s like, you do the best you can do, and it’s going to be 
better than some, and it’s going to be less than others. But it’s 
good. And someone’s going to have it better than you, and some-
body’s going to have it worse than you. Just have what you have.

Warren commented, “You know, I’m not like, ‘People shouldn’t get 
help.’ Like, ‘No welfare.’ You’re dealing with a society where no one 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 2:27 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



150 |  Ch a pter 4

has figured out how to deal with scarce resources, and no one has 
quite figured out the best way to allocate things. And so yes, you’re 
in a situation where you’re enjoying more than, you know, the less 
fortunate in our society. But it seems like that’s part of the system 
we’re living in, so why not enjoy it if you can?” For these donors, 
giving time and money often ends up consolidating their privileged 
position, especially because their philanthropy supports institutions 
that benefit them, such as schools.

But many downward- oriented people I spoke with, like Nadine, 
critiqued the system from which they benefit. Their giving reflected 
these critiques, as they often supported organizations advocating 
gender, race, and economic justice. They knew such giving was un-
likely to lead to major change, but it was not clear what else they 
could do to challenge inequality.21 Miriam said, “Is the division of 
income in society fucked up? Absolutely. And do we value the wrong 
things? Absolutely. So you know, what I get [paid] is ridiculous. And 
then, if you think about, like, a teacher or people who are like giving 
a ton— a firefighter, right— I mean, they’re not making anywhere 
near as much. . . . And you know, that is crazy. But where I feel most 
guilty is sort of with regard to people who just really  aren’t getting 
by.” For this reason, she said, she mostly donated to organizations 
in New York that served people struggling to survive. “But,” she 
continued, “I definitely feel guilty, and I try to assuage some of that 
by giving. But I don’t know what else I can do.”

When Kate, Nadine’s partner, mentioned “giving back,” I said, “A 
lot of people say that, and I’m never exactly sure what it means. Give 
back what, and to whom?” In response, she first invoked awareness. 
She said, “Well, I think for me what I mean is that I do know that it’s 
extraordinarily random and lucky that I am in this situation. I didn’t 
earn the money that is coming to my house, and the money that pays 
for my mortgage comes from somebody who works and [bought 
the family company’s product]. . . . So the money that’s paying my 
mortgage is somebody else’s salary, and I am aware of that.” Kate 
continued, “So in the larger system I think the whole thing is quite 
unfair, that because we have assets we have income, and that we 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 2:27 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



“Gi v ing Back” | 151

don’t have to work. You know, I realize that. And there’s nobody to 
give that back to, unless we sort of get rid of capitalism, you know? 
But I do think that we have an obligation to support charities and 
be charitable. To sort of not, I don’t know, not spend our money 
on frivolous things and to give money to people and causes that we 
think need it.”

Kate’s answer outlines the structural problem she and Nadine 
face— that their possession of assets allows them economic freedom 
and that those assets come directly from the earnings of people who 
do have to work. But, she says, “there’s nobody to give that back to” 
under our current system. There is no such thing as “giving back” 
that actually solves the structural problem. Instead Kate highlights 
all the aspects of legitimate privilege I have described— earning, not 
spending frivolously, being “charitable,” and being aware. For the 
most part, these progressives “give up” on making systemic change. 
As individuals, this is the best they can do.22

Or is it? One thing they could do would be to take “giving back” 
to an extreme by giving all their money away and/or devoting all 
their time to activism.23 Giving it all away was an option a few of the 
most progressive people had considered but ultimately discounted. 
Gary said, “I’ve learned a lot about humility in the last ten years. 
And part of my humility is to think that I could give away all my 
money, and it wouldn’t make a dent in the world. It just wouldn’t. 
For five minutes, it might change the life of one organization.” He 
also alluded to appreciating the “benefits to financial security” for 
his family. He said, “In the case of my family, I don’t feel I have the 
right to make decisions about poverty, or well- being, for my kids and 
their kids. Because I had the privilege of making the choice. I don’t 
feel I have the privilege of making the choice for them.” Others who 
had contemplated this option (or giving away larger amounts than 
they did) also referred to the long- term consequences for their own 
children and grandchildren.

Needing to protect against risk was important as well. Vera, who 
did not have children and lived a frugal lifestyle, felt very guilty about 
her inherited wealth. But when I asked if she had considered giving it 
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away, she responded, “Well, I’m scared in this country. Because you 
have one illness, it’s gone. You know, you can’t count on— so I give 
some away. I feel like, one illness, I’d be done. So I’m trying to preserve 
myself.” She contrasted the United States unfavorably to European 
welfare states, which guaranteed at least that “everybody eats.”

Eliana believed that she could have used her privilege to the ad-
vantage of others if she had become a “superactivist,” perhaps in ed-
ucation. She said, “So, if I were to give my whole life to that, I maybe 
could make a little impact on education, in some way, in some city. 
Never mind all the other things I also think are really important. So 
I couldn’t fix everything. But I could give everything I have to fixing. 
Instead of giving a lot of what I have to making sure my child is, you 
know, especially privileged.” But, she said, she had made a number 
of decisions along the course of her life, including having children, 
that steered her away from that possibility. And she was unwilling 
to give up certain comforts (recall that she had joked, “I was gonna 
be a revolutionary, and then I had that first massage”). Finally, she 
commented, “the older I get, the more and more discouraged I get, 
about making an individual difference.”

For the younger inheritors I interviewed,24 who did not have 
children and who were active in extremely progressive circles, these 
possibilities were less remote. Yvette was an activist in her early 
thirties who had recently inherited over $10 million dollars. She had 
almost immediately given away about a quarter of the total and was 
thinking seriously about giving away most of the rest. She said, “I 
think my idea continues to be, give the majority of it away, and do the 
best I can at thinking about ‘In this world, what piece am I going to 
keep as a safety net?’ ” She was critical of social messages about po-
tential risk that made people feel they had to hoard their assets, and 
she was trying to figure out a way to feel secure while also learning 
to develop and rely on a broader community. She worked full- time 
in a nonprofit for very low pay and hoped to live on her salary. But 
I wondered how this might change if she decided to have children.

John, a young activist with wealth who did not have children 
yet but hoped to, differentiated between charitable “giving” and 
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“redistributing,” which meant giving more of one’s wealth away. He 
called this a “real debate among progressives and radicals.” John 
had decided that rather than giving away a radical proportion of 
his wealth, he would use his philanthropic access to influence more 
progressive change. He said, “I think that using the access and the 
privilege that I have to be able to say things in circles that other 
people can’t get into is actually very valuable. My friends and peers 
who are doing grassroots community organizing who can’t get into 
conversations with communities of wealth, I can on their behalf. As 
long as I keep the conversation [connected] with them, not saying 
only what I’m thinking up in my head but what we’re developing 
together, that’s actually a valuable thing to do. And,” he concluded, 
“it also lets me still have money and go travel and have a nice house.” 
Ultimately, John said, “What I often say is that if you choose not to 
give everything away, you’re choosing to have some level of discom-
fort on an ongoing basis. If you have belief in equity and equality but 
choose to have a lifestyle with wealth in it.”

Giving back, like working hard and consuming prudently, involves 
emotion, disposition, and behavior. It means feeling aware and ap-
preciative, being “nice” to others, and, to different extents, giving 
time and money. These practices and affects are publicly visible to 
varying degrees. Awareness in particular is private— it keeps privi-
lege visible to the privileged individual herself without necessarily 
making it visible to others. Actually donating time and money is 
often, though not always, more public. The publicness of my inter-
viewees’ identities as wealthy people affects how they choose to 
contribute.

Regardless of how they give back, the people I interviewed do 
not “give up” anything of material significance; their giving, even 
in large amounts, does not diminish their own comforts. An ar-
chitect I interviewed described a wealthy liberal couple who were 
his clients: “They’re the kind of people that don’t pass a homeless 
person without giving him ten dollars. They just feel guilty about 
having so much, in a world where people don’t. They’re politically 
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active, and this and that and the other thing. And ultimately, yeah, 
it doesn’t stop them from buying an Armani outfit. . . . They don’t 
deprive themselves of anything, either. They’re not flying coach.” 
On the other hand, it is not clear that their giving up more would 
be morally better.

And “giving back,” in whatever form it takes, ultimately does 
not lead to broad structural transformation. For most of the people 
I talked with, this kind of change was not the goal; “giving back” 
was a less conflicted, more taken- for- granted part of their identities 
as good people. For those who would have wanted more radical 
change, it was frustrating not to be able to make it. But ultimately 
they accepted these limits—an acceptance facilitated by becoming 
parents and the slow ratcheting up of “needs.”

The legitimately entitled self— hardworking, reasonably con-
suming, and contributing— is always acting in and constituted by 
relationships with other people, especially in families. The next two 
chapters address how these issues of disposition and worth played 
out in relations with partners and children.
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LABOR, SPENDING, 
AND ENTITLEMENT 

IN COUPLES

On a muggy day in June 2013, I drove out to the Hamptons to con-
duct two interviews, both with stay- at- home mothers. My conver-
sation with the first interviewee, Alexis, began with a discussion of 
the $400,000 cosmetic renovation she and her husband had done 
on their summer house. The renovation had been his idea, because 
he thought it would add value to their home while also making it 
more pleasant to live in. She had been more inclined to live with the 
house as it was and wait a few years until they could buy something 
bigger and better. But he’d prevailed, and she had ultimately spent 
many months both planning and supervising the renovation.

Alexis loved to shop; as we saw in chapter 3, she was enthralled 
with a handbag her husband had bought her as a Mother’s Day 
“treat.” But her passion for shopping caused conflict with her hus-
band, who tried to rein in her spending. She said, “I wish I could 
be better at saving more money. That’s the one thing we really fight 
about. And, like, the credit card bills.” She admitted sheepishly that 
her husband was right, saying, “I do have a shopping problem.” She 
was less inclined to agree, however, when her husband gave her 
a hard time about having “too much” paid labor— a nanny in the 
mornings and sometimes a babysitter in the evenings. He didn’t un-
derstand how much work it was to deal with the kids while he was 
in the city during the week, and she wanted time to get her “own 
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stuff ” done. She confessed that she sometimes hired a babysitter 
without telling him.

Stephanie, the second woman I interviewed that day, was a stay- 
at- home mother married to an architect. Like Alexis, she fretted 
over constraints her husband put on her consumption. She com-
plained that he would buy gourmet food and wine for his friends 
but give her a hard time for spending on what she saw as necessities 
for their child and household. She protested that she didn’t spend 
any money on herself, and she went into detail about how she had 
saved money renovating their summer home. She also thought her 
husband failed to understand how much work she did not only tak-
ing care of their son but managing their real estate, which included a 
Manhattan apartment, a summer home on Long Island, and a rental 
property. Also like Alexis, Stephanie said she had had more control 
over money when she was earning it herself.

Driving home to Brooklyn along the tree- lined Southern State 
Parkway, I thought about the emotions around spending that these 
women had described, including anxiety, frustration, denial, and de-
sire. I considered the power struggles over the control of money that 
they were clearly engaged in with their husbands, Alexis in a more 
muted way, Stephanie more overtly. I felt compassion for them, be-
cause their husbands criticized them for being too consumerist while 
seeming to diminish their household, renovation, and child- related 
labor. As a feminist scholar of domestic work, I knew that this ten-
dency to devalue the unpaid household labor that women typically 
do is common, regardless of social class. Later, when I listened to 
the interviews, I heard myself taking their sides as they described 
these disputes, as I would with a friend. I agreed that Alexis needed 
more babysitting and sympathized with Stephanie’s difficulties in 
talking about money with her husband.

The greenery of the parkway gave way to the Long Island Ex-
pressway and eventually to the run- down streets of eastern Brook-
lyn, lined with dilapidated brick low- rise buildings. Still musing 
about these women, I stopped at a red light and noticed a long line 
of eighty or a hundred people, primarily men but also some women 
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and children, stretched along a building and around the corner. As 
far as I could tell, all were people of color. I realized the building was 
a church. A large sign outside proclaimed “Hot Food Wednesday 
Nights.” It was Wednesday night.

What struck me at that moment was how much I had forgotten 
about the broader context of inequality that had brought me to this 
project. In feeling sympathy for Stephanie and Alexis, I had started 
to see their situations through their eyes, which distracted me from 
something I would usually have been obsessed with: their social ad-
vantages over others, the expensive renovation, the three properties, 
and the many other comforts that they and their families enjoyed. 
That is, the relations of distribution in the household— these wives’ 
conflicts with and sense of subordination to their husbands— had 
deflected my attention from relations of distribution more broadly— 
their privileged lives relative to those of the vast majority of the 
population.1 To put it another way: my feeling of gender solidarity 
with them had obscured their class position.

Ultimately I came to believe that these tensions with their part-
ners also made it harder for Stephanie and Alexis themselves to see 
and feel their own privilege. Conflicts over money created a sense of 
scarcity within these intimate relationships and loomed much larger 
in their daily experience than did their advantages over abstract oth-
ers with less. I realized, too, that these challenges from their husbands 
were also refusals to recognize the legitimate entitlement of their 
wives. Stephanie and Alexis were trying to establish their labor as 
productive and their consumption as reasonable— that is, they were 
trying to interpret themselves as good people, morally worthy of their 
privilege. But their husbands’ failure to support these interpretations 
made it hard for them to constitute themselves as deserving.

In this chapter I explore how money, time, labor, and recognition 
become objects of negotiation and discord within wealthy couples. 
I focus especially on how couples constructed the relationship be-
tween earning or otherwise providing money and being entitled to 
spend it, how they valued unpaid household and lifestyle labor, and 
how they understood what it meant to contribute to family life. An 
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extensive scholarly literature on the control of money in couples 
analyzes the relationship of each partner’s income to marital power 
and control over various aspects of the couple’s life (including deci-
sion making, money, fertility, and sexuality).2 An equally vast body 
of research explores the division of household labor and its relation 
to gender identity.3 My primary interest and contribution here is 
to link class to gender by looking at how entitlement within these 
relationships, which are influenced by gendered beliefs about the 
value of paid and unpaid labor and the control of money, relates to 
my interviewees’ larger sense of entitlement outside them.

C O N F L I C T S  A N D  C O N T R I B U T I O N S

As I started hearing stories about arguments or tensions over fi-
nances, I initially imagined that perhaps one reason interviewees 
might clash over money would have to do with whether they shared a 
spending style— that is, ideas about what kinds of needs were reason-
able and how much it was appropriate to spend to meet these needs. 
And indeed some people believed that their lack of conflict came 
from agreeing on these priorities. As Penny told me, “We don’t have 
a conflict over [spending]. We’re both similar about it.” Some indi-
cated that class background and upbringing played a role in spending 
styles. Danielle described herself and her husband as “skinflints,” 
saying they shared the same outlook; she explained, “I think part of 
it is, we basically had incredibly similar upbringings about money.”

I surmised that a lack of financial constraint would also foster a 
harmonious relationship around money, and some people did men-
tion this freedom in their descriptions. For example, Janice said, of her 
partner, “There  aren’t big things where we disagree. And it may be 
partially a function of not really having the stress or worry about it. I 
mean, I think it is. Like, we don’t have to stress about it. So, if [her part-
ner] wants to spend more money on a coat than I would ever spend, 
it’s not taking away from something else. And I’m aware of that.”

But I soon realized that both spending priorities and having 
“enough” to meet their needs were matters of interpretation between 
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the members of the couple. Penny said, “I think having money and 
not having to worry about it totally alleviates the conflict, in a way.” 
Yet she went on to say, “Although there are plenty of people with 
money who spend a lot and who have conflict.” As Penny’s com-
ment highlights, it is not an absolute amount of money but rather a 
particular understanding of needs relative to assets that fosters ease 
or anxiety. I came to see that many of the members of the couples I 
interviewed had different spending styles but still described minimal 
conflict over spending; others had enough money to buy whatever 
they wanted but still disagreed with their partners about it. I also 
realized that how people spent time, as well as money, was often an 
issue and usually had to do with the valuation of unpaid labor.

In the end, I found that clashes over money and time in these 
relationships primarily stemmed from interpretations of how each 
member of the couple was contributing to the family’s lifestyle rela-
tive to their entitlements. Because money itself is a recognized form 
of contribution, those who brought money into the relationship— 
through either earning or inheritance— were likely to feel entitled to 
spend it. Those who had not brought the money to the relationship 
were more conflicted. But these entitlements were not set in stone 
simply by the balance in monetary contributions. What mattered 
most were the ways both parties to the relationship recognized and 
valued each other’s contributions and their needs.4

In turn, these valuations were influenced by deeply gendered 
ideas about the value of certain kinds of labor and time. As feminist 
theorists have long pointed out, household “consumption” is also 
“production” (and reproduction) of both humans and lifestyles.5 Yet 
the men in my study did not always recognize the labor of lifestyle as 
productive work, despite the women’s desire that it should count as 
such, as we saw in chapter 2. The men were more likely to be bringing 
home the proverbial bacon, so they were more automatically able 
to draw on ideas about legitimate, productive (paid) labor. In con-
trast, stay- at- home mothers sometimes struggled to legitimate their 
own unpaid labor— including consumption work— as productive, 
prudent, and family- related. Stay- at- home mothers also sometimes 
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felt uncomfortable spending money they had not earned.6 They de-
pended on their husbands to help them cast their labor as worthy, 
but, as the stories of Stephanie and Alexis showed, this recognition 
was not always forthcoming.

When the women I talked with had access to their own money, 
through either inheritance or their own paid work, they required less 
of this kind of recognition. But when they brought in more money 
than their husbands, they went out of their way to recognize their 
husbands’ contributions— often more than the men did those of 
their wives. Female inheritors talked about (and tried to assuage) 
the conflicts their husbands felt about not being the primary pro-
viders more than male inheritors did. Likewise, women who signifi-
cantly out- earned their husbands described having to compensate 
for their husbands’ feelings of inadequacy. Yet such women retained 
primary responsibility for their homes overall, as did all women in 
dual- earner couples. Notably, I did not see much variation by race 
in these accounts.

D I V I S I O N S  O F  L A B O R  A N D  R E C O G N I T I O N 
I N  S I N G L E -  E A R N E R  FA M I L I E S

Heterosexual couples composed of male earners and stay- at- home 
mothers (or very low- earning wives relative to the husbands7) usu-
ally observed a strict division of household, family, and lifestyle 
labor in which the women did much more of it than the men. The 
men were providers, bringing all or nearly all of the money into 
the household by working outside it. The women were consumers, 
responsible for nearly every aspect of the home and the children’s 
lives. Husbands who worked in finance or the corporate world rarely 
spent time with their children during the week thanks to long hours 
and, in some cases, punishing travel schedules.

The male earners and female “consumers” I interviewed seemed 
to take this division of labor for granted. Only one woman com-
plained to me that her husband spent too little time with their 
children. In fact, several went out of their way to recognize their 
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husbands for spending any time at all with the kids. These women 
took the demands of their husbands’ jobs in finance, business, and 
law for granted, comparing the men to others in their fields who 
did less, not to what they might otherwise have wanted. Alexis, for 
example, told me that her husband was a great father; he had gotten 
up with her for night feedings and never had a problem changing 
a diaper, unlike some of his colleagues. Teresa called her husband 
a “very hands- on dad,” relative to other men he worked with, be-
cause he tried to get home on weekday evenings in time to put the 
kids to bed.

The men were usually in charge of family money management, 
planning, and control.8 Even when women I interviewed were 
tasked with paying the bills, they often did not have a broader sense 
of what their families’ assets were or how they were organized. Julia, 
for example, told me, speaking of her husband, “We have a couple of 
different accounts. And he’s always juggling, ‘Okay, pay this out of 
this account. Pay this out of this [other] account.’ He does all that.” 
Several women told me, sometimes sheepishly, that they did not 
understand how much money there was or how it was invested.9

In home renovation specifically, the men were almost always iden-
tified as having cared primarily about the money, while the women 
were much more likely to have concerned themselves with logistics.10 
As Susannah, a mother of two married to an executive, said of her 
husband, “Budget, budget, budget. That’s all he cares about.” Grace 
said of the renovation she and her husband had done, “He watched 
the numbers much more than I did.” Husbands and wives usually 
made big decisions together, such as who the architect and contractor 
would be and what changes would be made to the space. But once 
the projects were off the ground, the women ordinarily managed 
the renovations on a daily basis, while the men attended occasional 
meetings with architects and/or contractors. David, the interior de-
signer, said of the female clients he worked with on renovations, “It’s 
like these women are on salary for their husbands.”

The women were also typically, though not exclusively, in charge 
of the aesthetics of renovation. Many described confronting the vast 
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array of possibilities about everything from faucets to light fixtures, 
tiles to paint colors, as they spent hours surfing the Internet or roam-
ing around Manhattan’s Decoration and Design Building and other 
retail outlets. After the women had narrowed down the options, 
their husbands would help choose from among the available alter-
natives. Some men cared a lot about one or two issues, lobbying for 
a particular kind of shower or asserting control over the design of a 
home office.11 But, for the most part, the woman’s preferences drove 
the changes. In talking about a meeting his wife had asked him to 
attend with an interior designer, Paul said, “I don’t care about any 
of this. I care about the budget. Honestly. I sat for three hours; I 
couldn’t even bear to go any longer.”

When the division of labor was not clear enough, it could lead 
to conflict. Talia’s description of the process with her husband was 
fairly typical: “I was in charge of getting bids and managing that 
whole process at the beginning. And he would ask a lot of questions. 
And I kind of felt like I was back at [my old job], with the boss I hated 
second- guessing every single thing. And my biggest irritation was 
that— I was like, ‘If you’re going to let me manage this process, you 
can’t be gone and then come in and ask all these questions.’ You 
know what I mean? So there were a few bumps in the road at the 
beginning. But eventually we decided, ‘Okay, you [the husband] are 
in charge of the money part, you keep track of the invoices and, you 
know.’ He’s just very good at looking through an invoice and finding 
any discrepancies. And I’m in charge of, basically, making sure the 
trains are moving and keeping things going.”

In these households, the husbands would often review monthly 
expenditures (even if the wives actually paid the bills), thus es-
sentially monitoring and potentially disciplining their wives. The 
women were highly attuned to this possibility. Ursula said, “I mean, 
every now and then [when reviewing the bills] he’ll be like, ‘Oh 
gosh, what happened this month?’ You know, like, ‘What are you 
doing?’ I’ll be like, ‘You know, that’s the camp for the two kids for 
the summer.’ And then it’s like, ‘Oh, okay.’ If I’d said it was, you 
know, the cocktail dress that I couldn’t resist, it would probably be 
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like, ‘Gosh, are you serious?’ But it was the camp for the two kids 
for the summer. It’s okay.”

Ursula further characterized her husband as “good” because he 
did not restrict her spending too much. Indicating a pair of expen-
sive shoes she had just bought, she told me she was excited to show 
them to him. She said that he would not have a problem with her 
having bought them. “He’s very good that way. If I did five of these 
in a month, he’d be like, ‘Get a grip.’ ” (She also underscored that she 
had gotten the shoes for 50 percent off.) Several other women also 
described their husbands as “very good” about not interfering with 
their spending. These characterizations as “good” indicate that their 
husbands could be “bad,” which would mean controlling the wives’ 
spending. Thus, however they use it, the husbands hold the power 
to define acceptable and unacceptable choices. Indeed, Ursula told 
me later in our interview that she would like to have her own in-
come “so I don’t have to justify my pair of shoes from yesterday.” 
This statement contradicts her earlier assertion that her husband 
is “very good,” suggesting that perhaps he is more demanding of 
“justification” than she wanted initially to admit.12

When husbands trusted their wives to spend money and time 
intelligently and recognized their “consumption work” as legitimate 
labor that contributed to the family, conflicts were minimal.13 And 
when they did not try to control their wives’ spending, they avoided 
implying that their own contributions were more important by vir-
tue of the fact that they provided the money. But when they did try 
to control women’s money and time, denying their status as contrib-
utors and hard workers, conflicts over how their wives spent both 
money and time were more frequent.

Relationships of Recognition

In relationships marked by minimal conflict over money, the part-
ners seemed to have found complementarity in their provider/ 
consumer status. One key was that the husbands trusted their wives 
to spend wisely and did not interfere in their choices. Frances told 
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me, “I’m in charge of literally everything” having to do with the 
household and family. But, she said, “I’m so super lucky that I mar-
ried someone who never makes me feel like I’m contributing less. 
And never questions what I’m spending money on, and we have 
a really good division of labor. . . . I have wonderful friends who 
are on a budget. Which, I mean, if [my husband] ever came to me 
with a question [about spending], like, game over. That wouldn’t 
work. But like I said, I’m just lucky that I married somebody who 
doesn’t ever— if anything, he’ll complain that I don’t spend enough 
on something.” Frances and her husband do sometimes disagree 
over spending, as she says, because she wants to spend less. But 
this difference in spending style doesn’t create major conflict be-
cause Frances doesn’t feel as if her husband is trying to control 
her. Yet Frances is clearly aware of the possibility that her husband 
could try to control her spending, as it is an issue for other women 
she knows.

The second critical dimension of this complementarity is the 
husbands’ recognition of the wives’ unpaid labor as a legitimate 
contribution. Frances told me that her husband “will often say he 
couldn’t do what he does and be as successful as he is if I weren’t 
managing this part of our life. If he couldn’t be totally secure that I 
had this down, in terms of raising our kids and managing our home, 
he wouldn’t be able to do what he does. So I feel like I’m contributing 
economically in that way.” Frances’s husband explicitly recognizes 
and legitimates her labor, which allows her to see it as an “economic” 
contribution and highlight its “managerial” dimension. Perhaps not 
surprisingly, then, Frances said she did not miss having her own 
income.

Teresa’s husband, as previously noted, worked long hours on 
Wall Street and traveled frequently. He saw his two children only 
briefly during the week, although the whole family spent weekends 
together. Teresa had not been reluctant to stop working for pay, but 
she had struggled to “come to terms with” the fact that she was fully 
responsible for the home, which included employing both a nanny 
and a housecleaner. But now, she said, “I am the CEO of this house, 
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and I run the ship, and that’s how I like it.” She highlighted her hus-
band’s recognition of her work and her contribution:

He’s really cool and laid back. You know, I don’t cook like I would 
like to, and he’d never, ever, complain about me not cooking or 
having a dirty house, or not getting the laundry done. It never 
ever would cross his mind to complain about that. And he gives 
me all the credit— I’m selling it so great— but he gives me all the 
credit in the world. A couple of months ago— my daughter can 
be a pain in the ass, and he spent a day with [the kids], and he’s 
like, “I just don’t know how you do this. You’ve got the hardest 
job in the world.” And he’s always said that, which makes all the 
difference.

Teresa’s analogy of “the CEO” gives her labor legitimacy through the 
reference to paid work involving managerial authority, as does her 
husband’s labeling her work a “job.” Her job is firmly anchored in 
the home, again suggesting that this recognition further cements the 
traditional division of labor, typically imagined as complementary. 
(Notably, her interjection “I’m selling it so great” indicates some self- 
consciousness about presenting the situation so positively to me.)

Like Frances, Teresa said she did not feel conflicted about not 
having an independent income, although other women she knew 
did. But, although she managed the money in the household, she 
claimed, “I manage it poorly.” She couldn’t tell me the amount of 
their rent or her husband’s precise income, claiming that “numbers 
are something my head does not enjoy.” Yet she went on to say, “I 
think not really having a grasp of the total picture of income helps 
with not feeling bad about spending my husband’s money.” This kind 
of comment signals that at least some women, even in couples with 
less conflict, are ambivalent about their entitlement to spend money 
they see as belonging to their husbands.

Some women said they appreciated the discipline their hus-
bands encouraged. Talia, for example, indicated that she and her 
husband shared a spending style, saying, “We’re savers.” It turned 
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out, however, that her husband was actually the more natural “saver.” 
She continued, “My husband, especially, drives the saving, which 
I’m so thankful for. . . . He, in life, he is very thoughtful about what 
he wants to do in the future. So he knows that in order to do those 
things we can’t, like, just spend [a lot], which is good for me, because 
sometimes I need someone to rein me in.” They had established 
specific measures to limit her spending, which suggests that it must 
have been interpreted as a significant problem (perhaps more than 
she admitted to me). She said, laughing:

One thing we did institute was an incentive program, where if I 
spent below a certain amount of money it would [go] to a profit 
share. So the cap was like, two or three thousand dollars. And 
whatever I spent below that, you know, if I [only] spent a thou-
sand I would get five hundred dollars. It was great. . . . But I really 
only succeeded at that for, like, two months, just because being 
[in their summer home] I ironically have been spending more 
money, at like Toys R Us, Target, you know what I mean? I don’t 
even know what I’ve been spending money on.

Talia was quick to assert that she was never extravagant, saying, 
“Not like I would ever totally go overboard. I don’t have, like, really 
expensive tastes.” Yet she clearly has some conflict about what she 
should desire. Her husband helps anchor her in a morally more de-
sirable place, as a saver, not a spender, thereby helping to constitute 
her as a morally worthy, prudent consumer.

Talia also felt that despite his financial discipline, he recognized 
her needs, such as child care, as legitimate. She said, “I’m very lucky, 
like, I have a babysitter. . . . I have a lot of freedom during the day, 
and that is one thing that we spend money on, because . . . my hus-
band knows that for me to be happy I need to be able to walk away 
sometimes.” Talia and her husband both see the babysitter as “her” 
need because it is her job to take care of the kids, but he recognizes 
this need as legitimate. This comment also shows that his is the final 
word on spending, which determines the conditions of her labor. 
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Although Talia and her husband have some conflict over her spend-
ing, they appear to be fundamentally aligned in terms of what they 
imagine legitimate needs and contributions to be.

Failures of Recognition

In some single- earner couples, however, the provider- consumer dy-
namic was conflictive rather than complementary. In these couples, 
the husbands felt that the wives were spending too much, but the 
wives did not agree with these assessments. These husbands tried 
to control their wives’ spending, casting them as untrustworthy 
with money and as profligate rather than prudent. They did not see 
family and lifestyle labor as real work, thus failing to acknowledge 
their wives’ contributions, triggering fears of dependency among the 
wives rather than reinforcing mutuality. These couples fought more 
about money, and they seemed more likely to be secretive about it 
with each other. The women with these difficulties reported both 
knowing less about the family finances and hiding expenditures from 
their husbands.

As we saw at the beginning of the chapter, Stephanie was a stay- 
at- home mother married to an architect who owned his own busi-
ness. She appreciated that her husband was a “saver” and had put 
money away for college for their children, but her narrative made 
it clear that money was a great source of stress in their relationship. 
She was often confused about their financial situation. He would 
tell her, in her words, “ ‘Things are tight, you’ve got to watch what 
you’re doing.’ ” But then he would make big financial commitments 
to his parents or spend money on entertaining. She lamented, “It’s 
always mixed messages all the time.”

He also questioned Stephanie’s expenditures, which bothered her 
because she felt that she was buying necessities. She said he didn’t 
understand how much having kids cost, and because he hadn’t taken 
care of their summer home in a long time he “conveniently forgets” 
what it costs to do landscaping, maintain a pool, and so on. He got 
upset with her for spending money, she said,
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Even though it’s, like, for the house. He goes, “I just don’t under-
stand where all the money’s going.” And it’s like, I don’t go shop-
ping. I don’t— you know, I painted my own nails this morning. 
Cut my own hair today. Like, thinking all these things I could do 
to, like, not spend. And I don’t spend money on myself, other 
than— you know, maybe I’ll splurge on a couple T- shirts at Tar-
get. But still, it’s like, this is what groceries cost. This is what 
booze costs. That’s a big expense in our house. You know, Costco, 
and— they just don’t want to know. Camp! Swimming classes. 
And, like, I know he thinks in the back of his mind, like, “Oh, 
we never should’ve [renovated] the house. Because then I’d still 
have, like, you know, a hundred and fifty thousand dollars just 
sitting in the account.”

Stephanie defends herself against real or imagined accusations of 
illegitimate spending (on herself ) by talking about legitimate (family- 
related) expenses and suggesting that her “splurge” happens at Tar-
get. She also asserts that the problem is with prices, not with her 
choices. But her husband fails to recognize both her expertise as a 
consumer and the work she does to navigate markets (and to avoid 
them, in the case of her body labor).

She felt that her husband did not appreciate her family labor, 
either. As I showed earlier, Stephanie was proud of her work taking 
care of her child, baking cookies for his school, and making his Hal-
loween costume. She was also proud that she did not have a nanny. 
But her husband did not appear to see this work as productive or 
valuable. She described a conflict with her husband in which he 
implied that she was privileged because she did not have to work 
for pay. She said, speaking of working moms,

And I’m like, “You know what? They’re lucky. They go to work. 
They go to work, that’s all they have to do all day.” I feel like some-
times I’m paddling upstream. I have so many things. And I’m 
not complaining. But we have three homes. And I’ve gotta deal 
with the leak in this one, and the electrician that’s come out to 
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that one. It’s like, I’m all over the place, all the time. It’s stressful, 
having three homes. You know? There’s always something going 
wrong. And then when there’s something that goes wrong that 
costs money, I hate being the bearer of bad news. Because I’m 
the one that deals with all of it. . . . I manage. But it’s stressful, 
and— and then my husband, yet, thinks that I’m, you know, eat-
ing bonbons all day. It’s hard.

Stephanie’s husband doesn’t respect her consumption labor and 
doesn’t share knowledge with her about their financial situation. 
Yet because she is doing the consuming, she has to be “the bearer 
of bad news”— as when she had to tell him about a missed payment 
to their contractor of several thousand dollars— leaving her with an 
image that highlights her subordination to him and her distance from 
the family’s long- term money management.

Especially notable here is Stephanie’s disclaimer “I’m not com-
plaining” about managing their three homes. In saying this, she rec-
ognizes that she is privileged, but her privilege is subsumed into the 
conflictive dynamic she has with her husband, who thinks she is 
“eating bonbons all day”— the quintessential image of the pampered, 
self- indulgent, nonworking housewife. When I asked her what she 
would do if they had more money, she mentioned maybe buying a 
new winter coat. She then said, “I don’t feel like I’m really missing 
anything. I’d just rather have less grief, you know, from him. About 
everything. You know, what the bills are each month, or whatever.” 
His failure to recognize her contributions to the family looms larger 
than any material desire.

Conflicts over consumption work sometimes included an explicit 
struggle on the part of the woman herself to see the labor of lifestyle 
as legitimate. Helen, for example, had loved her job in banking and 
left it only when it became clear that she could not reconcile its de-
manding hours with her family life. She told me, referring to her hus-
band, “There are power dynamics where he’s the breadwinner now, 
and I’m really not. And yet, I do so many things for the family that 
you can’t put a number on it.” She continued, referring to herself, 
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“And yet, you’re well- educated. I had a career. You know, where is 
all that now? And it’s hard, I think, to negotiate all those things. I 
was always scared that, ‘Oh my gosh, I’ll stop working, and then I’ll 
be working for him.’ And I feel like, you know, on some level, that’s 
how it feels sometimes. So I have to really work hard to claim my 
own stuff.” Helen went on, “It took me a long time to bridge that 
gap, sort of. And to feel like, ‘Well, listen. It’s my job here as, you 
know, managing the household. Like, I’m supposed to be spending 
the money.’ But I wasn’t comfortable for a long, long time.” Helen 
fears being her husband’s subordinate and losing her identity. Her 
labor, because it is unquantifiable, is hard to recognize, and even she 
has trouble seeing it as “my job.”

Like Stephanie, Helen resists the idea that she is spending money 
on herself, which would be illegitimate, emphasizing that she is being 
frugal or forgoing the little luxuries others might take for granted. 
Helen said her husband

just sort of feels like I’m, like, spending all this money on things. 
And yet I feel like I don’t spend money on things the way other 
women do. I do very little self- maintenance. . . . I know all these 
women who do all these beauty treatments. Like, I don’t get 
my eyebrows done. I don’t get waxed, I don’t do that. . . . When 
I buy, I try to buy 70 percent off, with sales. That’s just me. . . . 
But, so, he thinks I spend all this money. And yet I look at him, 
and he’s, like, very into rare books. So we have all these books 
that he buys. . . . He’s comfortable calling the shots, because [he’s 
working], and sometimes I feel like, “That’s not fair.”

Her husband gives himself more latitude to spend because he earns 
the money, while implying that her spending is frivolous because 
she doesn’t.

Although they do not use this language, Helen and Stephanie are 
describing the work of mediating between their husbands and con-
sumer markets. They must convince their husbands that the amounts 
they spend are necessary— simply reflecting what products and 
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services cost— rather than excessive. Although these husbands dis-
trust their wives’ ability to do consumption work well, they do not 
want to do this work themselves. When I asked if Helen’s husband 
paid close attention to what she spent money on, she responded, 
“Not in any detailed way. He just says, ‘We’ve got to bring the credit 
card bills down.’ I’m like, ‘Okay. Tell me where.’ There’s never been 
an answer to that question.”

Some men wanted to control how their wives spent time rather 
than money. Alice’s husband, for example, trusted her to spend 
prudently; she said, “He knows my personality, so he knows that 
I’m not going to just be excessive and sort of throw away money. . . . 
I go to the ATM machine a lot and take out a fair amount of money. 
And he’s never, ever questioned me.” Alice and her husband also 
had similar spending styles. However, he chided her for doing too 
much volunteer work and spending too much time working on the 
renovation of their second home. Alice described herself as obses-
sive in terms of trying to find exactly the right fixture or piece of 
furniture, or to do tasks perfectly, and said her husband “feels like 
I can’t just let it go.” He believed that she should pay people to do 
more of this work. “He’s like, ‘Just hire someone, let them do it. I 
don’t care if you’re going to pay 25 percent more than if you did it 
on your own.’ ”

Alice felt that her volunteer and renovation work were “totally” 
analogous to a job. These projects felt like something she was doing 
“for the greater good” that allowed her to “use [her] mind in dif-
ferent ways.” But her husband saw these as illegitimate uses of her 
unpaid time, because her job as a mother was supposed to be pri-
mary (though her children were in school). When I asked her why 
it bothered him, she said, “Because, you know, the reason I’m home 
is to be with my kids, not sitting in front of the computer and going 
to meetings and doing all that stuff.” He told her, in her words, “ ‘I 
want you to enjoy yourself. Be with the kids, do whatever, not—  you 
know, be doing that stuff.’ ” It seemed to me, however, that Alice did 
enjoy the projects she was doing and that it was her husband who 
saw her responsibilities differently.
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It became clear that Alice’s husband wanted her to prioritize car-
ing for and spending time with him as well as their children. She 
said, “He works hard. He values his time and his family. So when he 
isn’t working, he wants to be with his family. And, you know, doing 
something that he enjoys.” She explained,

He’s like, “I leave the apartment at seven in the morning. I get 
home at seven at night, or six at night, whatever. You’ve got 
twelve hours. Like, the fact that you can’t fit this stuff into these 
twelve hours, and you’re staying up late, or you’re on a computer, 
you know, after dinner, checking your e- mails,” that’s what bugs 
him. You know, weekends and stuff like that. So I think it’s more 
that he feels like I can’t just let it go. But I sort of say, you know, 
“We’re just sitting in front of the TV hanging out. So what’s the 
difference between [that and me] being in front of my computer?”

Unlike some husbands, who think wives should “do it themselves” 
when they’re not working for pay, Alice’s husband doesn’t mind 
paying for someone else to do it. But his schedule is supposed to be 
the primary one, and she is supposed to be available when he is. He 
is, in a sense, telling her how to do her job.14

Ironically, at one point Alice suggested that part of her atten-
tiveness to money in the renovation might be related to her lack of 
independent income. She said she didn’t really care about earning 
her own money, both because her husband didn’t hassle her about 
spending and because, after having a job for many years, “I feel like 
I sort of proved— you know, I did that.”15 But, she continued, “One 
of the reasons why I try to save money . . . or spend that time maybe 
[on the renovation]— you know, even subconsciously— maybe that’s 
why. Because I feel like I’m spending someone else’s money.” Alice 
and her husband are, in a sense, at cross purposes: he wants her to 
spend money and contribute time, but she chooses to “spend” time, 
at least in part because she is not contributing money.

Some husbands were concerned about how their wives used both 
time and money. Alexis told me that she and her husband shared 
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the same spending priorities: they were willing to pay a lot for qual-
ity and for experiences like vacations, but they were “moderate” in 
general. However, as I described earlier, they also fought about her 
spending on what she called the “little things.” First, she said, “It’s 
not like I’m buying—  it’s just, things add up. Diapers .com and the 
groceries. Stuff. Stuff just adds up. You know, he’s very, like, orga-
nized, and he has a budget of all my expenses, and he wants me to, 
like— he has a goal for the monthly credit card bill, and keeping it 
at that.” She casts her expenses in the language of legitimate family 
spending, contrasting them implicitly (“It’s not like I’m buying—”) 
to something more extravagant.

But ultimately, like Talia, Alexis described her husband as being 
reasonable in his desire to discipline her, saying, “He’s right. I don’t 
need anything. I don’t need another shirt, another piece of jewelry, 
another pair of shoes. . . . But it’s hard. Like, I go out, and I see 
something, and you know, I want it! But I’m getting better at that. 
And I try to be better. . . . I mean this very seriously. Like, I really 
want to try to be better all the time.” Alexis wants to be “better”— 
meaning more controlled, which also connotes morally “good”— in 
her consumption. She attached this desire to a history of having 
been a spendthrift, never thinking about money when she was single 
and working in finance. Now in a different life stage, she found it 
important to conform to the norms her husband wanted to enforce. 
But, at the same time, she admitted that she didn’t tell him about 
some expenses. When I asked if he noticed, she said, laughing, “Well, 
there’s one credit card bill that he doesn’t see the details of. So I use 
that one. You know. I’ve figured out ways. Like, ‘Amazon .com’ is 
so vague.” Keeping these purchases secret not only helps her avoid 
conflict with her husband but also allows her to keep thinking of 
herself as “good.”

As Alexis discussed these issues, it became clear that her husband 
wanted to control her time and her labor as well as her spending. 
Soon after their first child was born, she realized that she did not 
want to return to her job because she did not want someone else tak-
ing care of her child. But she “felt guilty” about the prospect of not 
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making money. So when her husband admitted that he also wanted 
her to stay home, she said, “a weight was lifted.” When I interviewed 
her a few years after this decision, however, Alexis’s use of paid child 
care had become a bone of contention between them. He made fun 
of her for hiring babysitters because he thought she should be taking 
care of the kids herself. Although she initially described this as “only” 
good- natured teasing, she eventually remarked, when I asked about 
it, “Maybe he does make me feel a little guilty about it.”

As a consequence, as I noted previously, Alexis sometimes lied 
to her husband about how much babysitting she used when she was 
at their summer house and he was working in the city. She said, 
speaking haltingly about the lie:

Sometimes I lie about how much—because he doesn’t really—
like, I pay—like, he doesn’t really know all the time how much 
help I’m having. It just makes me happier. Because I can get 
things done. I don’t like [it] when my life backs up. You know? 
And if I have the two kids on my own, I have to be with them. 
Busy. So, I’m not doing, like, administrative things on the com-
puter that I need to be doing, or emails, or planning [a child’s] 
birthday party . . . or doing the dishes, or the laundry. You know, 
I like to keep moving. Getting all my stuff done, and multitasking. 
So it helps me do that. Makes my brain happier.

Like other women I discussed in chapter 2, Alexis frames her use 
of paid child care as facilitating other morally worthy work, which 
mitigates a sense of illegitimate entitlement. But her husband doesn’t 
echo this interpretation, because he doesn’t think she should need 
this “help.” Lying to him about it allows her to avoid conflict with 
him, just as seeing him as “teasing” rather than “shaming” allows her 
to avoid confronting the real gap in their valuations of her labor. It 
also permits her to see herself as morally worthy, because she does 
not have to confront his critique of her consumption as unreason-
able and therefore can avoid thinking of herself as a “snob,” a fear 
we saw in chapter 2.
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Marie, a stay- at- home mother married to an executive, also 
recounted ongoing conflict with her husband over money. They 
struggled both over money and over the legitimate use of Marie’s 
unpaid time. She described herself as “a spender,” while her hus-
band “spends nothing, ever.” Marie and her husband had been in 
counseling at least partly to address these issues. She felt that her 
husband was “watching” her spending. Marie also thought her 
husband took her (unpaid) time for granted, assuming she would 
always be available because she did not have a job. For him, time 
spent on paid work was symbolically (as well as economically) valu-
able and legitimated spending; unpaid work was not and did not 
count as a real contribution. Yet, at the same time, she thought he 
was conflicted, because at some level he was glad that she did not 
work. She said, “I think that he believes that at a certain point, it’s 
good for you [the wife] to quit work because you [the couple] are at 
a certain level. None of his friends’ wives work. None of them. And 
in general, I don’t really have that many friends that work, either. 
But I do have some. But I always think that [husbands] think, ‘But 
what are you doing? What are you doing all day?’ . . . I think that 
he thinks I never have to do anything if I don’t want to, because 
‘What are you doing, you’re not working.’ ” Marie’s husband seems 
to desire the status of having a nonworking wife (much as Veblen 
would have predicted) but not to believe that her unpaid labor is 
valuable.

Marie described the same struggle that Helen did, to feel that 
she had a right to the money her husband earned. She said, “It isn’t 
a comfortable place to go— when I first quit, to now have to figure 
out how money would be spent. Because I’m still the same person 
that’s been socialized to believe I would support myself. And now 
I’m looking to someone else to support me. And the truth is, in the 
marriage, it’s both of our money. Legally. But it’s a mindset that you 
have to get over.” She went on, “But it’s also hard for [her husband], 
as the person that’s working, to have no control. I can see him feel-
ing that way. And I remember having many arguments with him 
and saying, ‘Whether you like it or not, whether you’re comfortable 
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with it or not, whether I am comfortable with it or not, if something 
should happen to this marriage, half of this money’s mine. So, you 
can work a hundred hours a week. And for whatever you make, half 
of it’s mine. So you’ve got to get used to that.’ ”

Though Marie knows that legally she is “entitled” to the money 
her husband earns, she has trouble feeling that entitlement, “getting 
over” the “mindset” that it is not her money. She continued, “And 
I’ve got to get used to that. So I started kind of unapologetically 
spending money. And so, then you’re not a team. You’re just spend-
ing to assert that you can. You almost have to be in your [husband’s] 
face, to overcompensate for the fact that you feel uncomfortable 
about it. And you do. And so I am.” Marie is responding to her own 
discomfort with her lack of earning, as well as her husband’s; she 
uses aggressive spending as a way to assert her right to her husband’s 
money and her power in the marriage.

Maya took a different tack. As we saw in chapter 3, her husband 
set strong limits on her spending overall (she said, “He doesn’t give 
a shit if I have a nice handbag”). She claimed not to know how much 
his salary or assets were, and I believed her (again, this was not 
always the case among the women I interviewed). She told me she 
would propose certain expenditures, “and then he’ll be, like, ‘This 
is crazy’ or not.” But he appeared to give her autonomy within the 
amounts he allocated to her. I asked if she missed working and hav-
ing her own income. She responded, “No, I don’t, because he doesn’t 
get into my business. Like [her friend], she works, and her husband 
looks at every credit card [bill]. If [her husband] was doing that, 
we’d have real problems. We’d have real problems. But he never 
questions— I don’t tell him everything, but if I told him everything 
and he questioned, which he would if I told him, then we’d have a 
problem. There are no questions asked, it just kind of goes. Now I’m 
also not crazy. I’m not crazy at all. If I was, I think questions would 
get asked, but I’m not.” Maya doesn’t feel that she needs her own 
earnings because she can spend her husband’s earnings freely— and 
she represents her own desires as “not crazy.” But this is possible only 
because of a “don’t ask, don’t tell” policy of not discussing what she 
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is spending money on. Avoiding overt conflict about money, Maya 
has accepted her husband’s limits, and he has accepted her right to 
control what he gives her.

A shadow issue in these stories was the question of the women’s 
dependency on their husbands and what would happen if they split 
up. Marie was sure her husband had money in accounts she didn’t 
know about. She maintained a secret account herself, with “under a 
hundred thousand” dollars she had “saved” (from money he earned, 
it seemed). She explained, minimizing the amount, that this money 
was to “buy toothpaste” if she and her husband ever separated. Maya 
was also anxious about her own ignorance of the family’s finances 
as it related to her dependency on her husband, although she spoke 
about this very vaguely. She told me, “I think I probably should 
understand more of the whole picture, and I don’t.” When I asked 
why, she said, “I just let it go. . . . He was kind of like, ‘Let’s not 
worry about it. You know, I’ll take care of it, and blah, blah, blah.’ ” 
She haltingly explained that she felt that she should know the size 
of the “whole pie” as part of a “safety net.” Instead, she said, she had 
made the “naïve” decision to trust her husband and, as a last resort, 
the legal system. She had saved some money from working, about 
$1 million, but she did not seem to feel that this would be sufficient. 
As in Marie’s case, the law outlines what Maya should be entitled 
to in one sense, but it does not suffice to make her feel comfortable 
with the situation.

These conflictive dynamics clearly interfered with these wom-
en’s self- conceptions as hard workers and prudent consumers. Men’s 
refusal to recognize women’s volunteer and philanthropic activi-
ties also delegitimated their attempts to “give back” more explicitly. 
Marie said, for example, “My husband would like to see all that vol-
unteer work going to a paycheck.” She also told me that her husband 
would prefer to reduce their giving to $50,000 per year from $75,000 
(on an income of over $2.5 million).

Furthermore, such conflicts engender a sense of scarcity among 
these wives. The conflict locates the question of entitlement to and 
use of resources between the members of the couple rather than 
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between the couple and the rest of the world. All of the women who 
mentioned these problems were “upward- oriented” in the sense that 
they did not tend to describe themselves as privileged. Alexis and 
Stephanie were among the very few in my sample who did not make 
charitable donations. Alexis said, “I don’t feel like we have money to 
be giving away right now.” Stephanie said, “I don’t have any money 
to [give away],” although she described making some political con-
tributions. They may feel that they do not have enough to give away 
for multiple reasons, but it seems likely that these constraints and 
conflicts with their husbands play a role in stifling a sense of self as 
privileged.

Stay- at- home mothers married to earners seemed less suscepti-
ble to these dynamics if they had significant resources of their own, 
accumulated through earning and/or through family wealth. These 
women did not talk about conflict with their spouses. Zoe, for ex-
ample, had worked in corporate law and also had inherited wealth. 
She told me that she and her husband didn’t disagree about spend-
ing: “One, because he’s not petty at all about it. And two, because I 
bring just as much.” She explained, “He’s the only one working now, 
earning money. But I’ve got my own money. So, when I want to buy 
my own pair of shoes, or buy myself a bag, or whatever, I certainly 
don’t feel like I have to ask permission. And I can do it myself, and 
never have to tell him how much they were, because he’ll never see 
it. Like, it’s my own account, and my money. We have everything 
together, as well. But he’s certainly not looking through my credit 
card bill, thinking, ‘What is this?’ . . . And anything related to fam-
ily, whether it’s groceries or home, he’s like, ‘Spend as much as you 
need.’” When her husband says, “Spend as much as you need,” he 
sounds like other husbands, who ultimately have power over the 
couple’s money. But her financial independence means he can’t con-
trol her spending (though she does echo the idea that spending on 
herself should come from “her” money).

Danielle had been a banker before leaving paid work. Like her 
husband, she had inherited wealth, from which she paid herself a 
“salary,” as we have seen. She told me, specifically alluding to her 
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primary role in household consumption, “I don’t understand how 
you could be the one who spends the money and not know. That 
would make me real nervous. . . . I need to know the cash flow. I 
need to know what the [balance] sheet looks like and, you know, 
like how all that stuff affects the long term.” Unlike most of the other 
stay- at-home mothers I talked with, she links her desire to under-
stand money to the fact that she is spending it. That is, spending, not 
earning, justifies control. I believe it was easier for her to take this 
position because she brought her own money to the relationship, 
so she did not feel as if she was spending “someone else’s” money.

I N H E R I TA N C E  A N D  E N T I T L E M E N T

In heterosexual couples living primarily on inherited wealth from 
one inheritor, the household division of labor and the fact that one 
person was the source of the money played out somewhat differ-
ently. Like stay- at- home mothers, women in these families (includ-
ing female inheritors) still did the majority of the daily household 
management, including food preparation, planning for the kids, 
and supervising domestic workers, even though they almost always 
worked at least part- time for pay. But men in these families tended 
to take a more active role in some aspects of this work (especially 
child care and renovation) than did high- earning men, in part be-
cause they worked shorter hours and in some cases because they had 
more progressive politics. Because they almost always worked for 
pay, the women had strong identities as paid workers. And because 
the bulk of the household assets did not come from paid work, the 
money did not confer quite the same legitimacy on the inheritor as 
earnings could, as we saw in chapter 2.

For all these reasons, I saw less discord in these couples over 
whether consumption and family work counted as real labor. They 
also felt less economic anxiety than earners because their significant 
assets shielded them from the risks of job loss. But questions of con-
trol over money did arise. Most prominent was whether it was “our 
money” or the money of the inheritor alone. Couples who could 
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experience the money as “ours” (a status less enshrined in law than 
it is for couples who have earned wealth since marrying) seemed 
to experience less conflict. Both male and female inheritors talked 
about trying to equalize these relations, although the women seemed 
to be trying harder to create balance.16 Here issues of legal transfer 
— of inheritors to their spouses and of inheritances to children— 
became central.

In these couples, money was usually managed by the inheritor, 
male or female. Scott, for example, was in charge of what Olivia called 
the “care and maintenance of money,” dealing with their accounts 
and all the “emails and signings.”17 She preferred this arrangement, 
characterizing her attitude as “your family, your money,” though she 
also recognized and lamented that this stance was conventionally 
gendered— that she as the woman didn’t know much about what was 
going on with the money. Inheritors also often held significant assets 
apart from those of their spouses, sometimes because they were tied 
up in family arrangements for wealth management.

It seemed to me that the inheritors’ control over the wealth was 
taken for granted in these families, for the most part. And I did not get 
the sense that inheritors were policing their partners’ daily spending 
to the same extent as earners. But power struggles over consumption 
decisions still emerged. Grace, who worked part- time in nonprofit 
consulting, very explicitly illuminated the relationship between the 
source of the money and the power to decide where to spend it. She 
said that sometimes her husband, who had both inherited and earned 
wealth, “gives me a hard time about buying [something]. And I’m 
just like, well, how am I ever going to be able to have— I can’t make 
enough money to impact our life. And how am I ever going to make 
enough money to deserve something, like, if I don’t just say, ‘I worked 
for this, and I made this money?’ Even if it’s not impacting our life. It’s 
frustrating. It’s hard.” She ties “earning” to “deserving” specifically in 
the context of having the right to control how household money is 
spent, even though she provides very little of it. She continued, “Or, 
I can’t be like, ‘Well, I know you don’t like it, but I’m buying it.’ Do 
you know what I mean? Whereas [her husband] can. He can be like, 
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‘I know you don’t like it, but I’m going to buy that car.’ Because he 
could. Whereas I don’t have the background money to do that.” Be-
cause her husband brings the money to the family, he has the ultimate 
power to define legitimate needs in the household.

Grace also missed the psychological boost of financial accom-
plishment and contribution. When she worked in a regular job, she 
said, “Like, if I got a raise, I’d buy myself something. I’d buy myself 
something small or go out to dinner or something to celebrate, and I 
don’t have that now. It’s just not the same. I can’t be like, ‘I put money 
into this renovation.’ I think there is a pride there that is lost, and it’s 
hard.” She thus turned to her own work as an important source of 
autonomy. It was crucial to her to have her own money, which she 
earned, and to keep it separate from the household money. This was 
partly because, as she said, “It is all mine, and I can say it’s mine.” 
Also, she said, “There is a part of me that needs to have my own ac-
cess [to money]. . . . If anything were to happen, like, I have access to 
my own— I don’t have to worry. It’s a little bit of a security blanket.” 
She also told me she did not give away much money to charity, both 
because she didn’t feel as if her husband’s money was hers to give 
and because she felt as if she had to hold onto her earned income. 
As in the case of the stay- at- home mothers described earlier, these 
tensions over control create a sense of immediate scarcity that can 
overshadow the sense of privilege.

Struggles over control also played out between Kevin and his 
husband, Dan, who had inherited wealth. But unlike Grace, Kevin 
was less likely to want to spend. Kevin said, of the differences in their 
financial situations, “I mostly would say I don’t think it matters at 
all.” He told me, “In many ways, [Dan’s] values are super close to 
mine. He’s not at all identified with having this money. I mean, I 
think what’s beautiful about it is, he sort of sees his money as al-
lowing him to do things sort of with his own life, and sometimes in 
support of his friends, that he wouldn’t be able to do otherwise.” 
They also had an egalitarian division of labor, Kevin said. But Dan’s 
definitions of need, which involved spending money more freely, 
were likely to prevail. Kevin described the tension between spending 
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to change something and accepting it the way it is as “always in our 
lives.” Dan would argue, Kevin said, “ ‘If we can afford to do it and we 
kind of want this thing, whatever it is— this new sofa, or, you know, 
new shelves, or whatever— then let’s just do it.’ And I much more 
have this feeling of like, do we really need that new sofa? I mean, 
yeah, our sofa looks like crap, but it’s still functioning, and is it so 
terrible to have a crappy- looking sofa? So that kind of justification 
question is often in my head.” Dan also wanted to pay others more 
often to do things Kevin felt they should be doing for themselves, 
such as taking care of their children.

In the end, Dan’s definitions won out more often. Kevin said, 
“I think the fact that some of the money isn’t mine almost means 
that I am more willing to kind of say, like, ‘OK, whatever.’ And I’m 
willing to kind of defer to his ‘Hey, we can afford this, we should do 
this.’” This imbalance had caused problems, especially in their ren-
ovation, which Kevin described as “contentious” and “fraught.” He 
had been inclined to make fewer changes, while Dan had wanted to 
do more. “And I think,” he said, “the renovation was a big wrestling 
with [money tensions] in some ways. In moments, it felt very signif-
icant to me. Like, ‘Whose apartment is this? Am I just, like, a guest 
in, like, your apartment? Or your and your family’s apartment?’” 
Now, he said, “I mostly feel like to the degree that we did have these 
tensions around [money differences], it’s mostly resolved.”

Miranda described struggling with her husband over hiring paid 
labor. Although they both worked for pay and had relatively flexible 
schedules, Miranda was also in charge of her young children’s food, 
their classes, and their play dates. She was responsible for super-
vising and communicating with the nanny and the housecleaner, 
on his behalf as well as her own. Her husband had resisted hiring 
an interior designer for their renovation because he wanted their 
home to reflect their aesthetic vision rather than someone else’s. 
But Miranda, who was responsible for executing this vision, wanted 
someone to help her find all the necessary fixtures and furnishings 
for their home. Her husband didn’t see her desire for this assistance 
as necessary— but he wasn’t willing to do the work himself.
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Heterosexual male inheritors I interviewed sometimes acknowl-
edged these issues, but they tended to frame themselves as not con-
trolling their wives. Gary told me, “I have made a real point of not 
applying [to her] controls or judgment to the use of our money.” In 
fact, he wanted her to take more of an interest in the management 
of their money, partly because he had watched his mother’s “deep 
infantilization all through her life, around any financial affairs.” Don-
ovan told me, “I manage all the finances,” but his wife was in charge 
of the family spending. When the credit card bill came, he said, “I 
look at the gross number, and if it’s a big bill I look to see what was 
the money being spent on, but I never say anything about it.” He said, 
“By and large, my wife and I have very few financial arguments. One 
that we had was about the budget for our bathroom. I’m not going 
to remember numbers, but she was interested in putting in marble 
tiling, I think it was. And that’s where I drew the line. I just said, 
‘No.’ It was quite expensive, and, more fundamentally, I just— it rang 
contrary to so many of my beliefs about the proper use of money.” 
But he insisted it was the only decision he had ever vetoed in the 
course of their long marriage. The fact remained, of course, that, like 
the male earners I have described, he did have the right to prohibit 
the expenditure.

Not only the status of inheritor or spouse, but also the gender 
of the inheritor, mattered. Female inheritors married to men ap-
peared less likely to try to control their husbands’ spending, either 
directly or indirectly, and they talked more about their spouses’ 
feelings than male inheritors did. They were not monitoring what 
their husbands spent. Instead they felt impelled to compensate for 
a feeling of powerlessness that their husbands might have related 
to their contributing less. Ellen, the progressive financial advisor 
mentioned in chapter 2, told me:

I work with a number of women with inherited wealth. And the 
pressure that it puts on heterosexual relationships is troubling. . . . 
When men have inherited wealth, and marry a woman, there 
is no swimming upstream for our culture because of the sense 
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that the man is still taking care of the woman. And so he got it 
from inheritance? Who cares? Or he got it because he goes to 
work every day, or he got it— you know, no one cares. When 
the woman has the money, then it is swimming upstream. Be-
cause it’s against the messages that we’ve all had from birth of 
“He should support his family.”

Ellen said husbands in these situations sometimes felt that “they 
have to go work really hard to make some money that’s equal to 
that, or they have to gain it, in the sense of, they have to use it to 
invest.” Even when the family had enough money, she says, “often 
I’ll see that men make short- term bad decisions around money. . . . 
And they end up risking and losing it, because they were so eager 
to have their footprint on the money.”

Sara reported a similar dynamic with her husband. She had inher-
ited over $10 million. Her husband worked in finance, earning about 
$250,000 annually; he had some family wealth, but his assets paled 
in comparison with hers. They lived in a rental apartment costing 
nearly $6,000 per month. As we saw in chapter 3, they were trying 
to work out what their spending limits should be. Having recently 
had their first child, they were beginning to consider buying and 
furnishing a more permanent home. Sara wanted to buy a place, 
but her husband was thinking about quitting his job, in which case 
they might leave the city. She wanted to upgrade her furniture and 
maybe buy some art, but starting this project proved difficult with-
out knowing where they were going to live.

Also crucial, however, were her husband’s reluctance to spend 
“her” money and a lack of clarity around who was the ultimate de-
cision maker about spending. Sara told me, “We’ve fallen into a dy-
namic that we’re trying to get out of. Which is, like, I want to spend 
money. He’s in the awkward position of being, like, ‘No, I don’t think 
we should buy that art or go on that vacation.’ And I’m like, ‘But we 
can afford it.’ And he’s like, ‘Well, it depends on how you define “af-
ford.”’ And then, at the end of the day, it’s my money. And so it puts 
him in this really awkward position. So we’re trying to get through 
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that. And we both agreed that having a budget that we agree to will 
be a good proactive way to say, like, ‘We agreed that we can spend X 
amount on trying to finish our apartment this year.’ And, like, work 
within that.” In part, her husband had a “Puritan ethic” about spend-
ing in general; but also, she said, “for him, I think a lot of it is like, ‘I 
shouldn’t be spending your money.’ ” She told me that her personal 
giving had declined to 5 percent of her income from 10 percent since 
she had started making decisions jointly with her husband, which 
seemed related to their general lack of clarity about how to spend.

Rebecca thought recent money problems she and her husband 
had had might actually have helped their marriage. Her husband 
had felt left out of their renovation process, she said, because the 
money they had used to buy and renovate their house came from 
her inheritance. She recounted, “I think that [he] felt like I was just 
throwing money at a lot of stuff to solve problems. And I think that he 
didn’t feel, maybe, like he was part of the game.” But, when they ran 
into economic challenges, she said, it became “less of a problem. . . . 
Like, we’ve had to actually come together to figure some of this stuff 
out. . . . I think that it might have actually been a good thing for our 
marriage, to have had a financial stumbling block.” Having more lim-
its created a greater sense of equality between them— and having less 
money perhaps gave them a sense that it belonged to both of them.

A central way that both male and female inheritors compensated 
for this asymmetry was to transfer assets to their partners legally. 
Rebecca, for example, spoke of doing some “legal rearrangement” 
to make sure her husband felt that their home was “his house.” Al-
though Sara said of her money, “I’m not entirely ready to not treat it 
as mine,” after a lot of discussion she was planning to transfer some 
assets to her husband and see how that felt to both of them. Donovan 
told me, “When I was working— and I made a lot of money on my 
own— what I did was, I paid our expenses. And anything that was left 
over— and there was a lot left over— I split evenly. Half went into her 
account, half went into my account. So she actually has a substantial 
amount of money of her own, and I’ve emphasized repeatedly to 
her, ‘It’s your money!’ ”
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Olivia’s husband had given her significant assets as well. Yet 
 Olivia, like several others I interviewed, had signed a prenuptial 
agreement that protected the bulk of her husband’s family’s substan-
tial wealth. The prenup is, of course, a form of preventing transfer of 
assets. One stay- at- home wife of an earner told me that her husband 
had asked her to sign a prenup, and she had refused. But other earner 
families did not mention this to me. In part, perhaps, they simply 
did not want to tell me about it, and I did not usually ask. But if in-
heriting families are more likely to have such agreements, it might 
be because legal issues are different for inheritors, who tend to own 
the bulk of their assets before coming into the marriage, whereas 
earners typically accumulate them during the course of the marriage.

Legal transfer of assets became an issue, again, intergeneration-
ally, particularly in terms of children’s inheritance. Several partners 
of inheritors felt their partners’ families played an outsized role in 
their own and their children’s lives. It did not usually bother them 
that grandparents often paid for kids’ private schools (a way of 
avoiding taxes on gifts above a certain amount). But grandparents 
also concerned themselves with establishing trust funds and other 
mechanisms of passing money down through the generations, which 
noninheriting parents often had no control over. One wife of an in-
heritor was frustrated at the way her in- laws treated their children 
on a quotidian basis in terms of values around spending. She said, 
of their preference to spend money freely and enjoy luxury, “I find 
it very hard to counter those arguments in a way that people who 
believe those arguments care about and will listen to.” She said, “The 
times I’ve raised this [issue], it’s sort of like, ‘You know what? Your 
kids are going to grow up with luxury whether you want them to or 
not. Fuck you.’ ”

In a few families, the women had inherited wealth but they lived 
mostly— or talked about living mostly— on their husbands’ signifi-
cant earnings, thus framing themselves and their husbands as more 
like earning families. Nicole, as we have seen, tended to think of 
herself and her family as living on her husband’s earnings, and she 
talked about her inheritance as something she tried not to touch. 
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Although her family members paid for her children’s school, she 
said that if she had to, “I think I could swing that” (using earned 
income). Nicole told me that she had no idea how much she and her 
husband spent every month but that her husband “absolutely” did 
know, because he was in charge of the family’s finances. She also said 
he trusted her to spend reasonably. “He knows everything I spend 
money on. Everything. . . . And I have absolutely no issue with it at 
all. I just don’t care. . . . He doesn’t give me grief about anything.”

But it became clear that Nicole’s husband had, in fact, been mon-
itoring her spending and that she felt disempowered in the rela-
tionship in terms of entitlement to spend his earnings. She told me 
she had recently inherited a chunk of additional assets: “Actually, 
that’s been great. Because for a long time, I was like, ‘Brian, I need 
more money in my checking account.’ You know. And now I don’t 
have to do that anymore. Which is great. And I don’t have to have a 
huge discussion about, like, whether [her daughter] Felicity is going 
to take, you know, science camp for a week. And in the old days, 
I’d be like, ‘But Brian, she’s really good at science. I know it seems 
expensive, but, you know.’ And now I’m like, ‘She’s doing science 
camp.’ ” She laughed. “You know? Because I feel strongly about it, 
and I’m not going to, like— I don’t know. I mean, obviously, we still 
have conversations about things. But it’s nice to not always be the 
one who’s asking for a check.” Like Ursula, who said her husband 
was “very good” about not interfering with her spending and then 
said she wished she had her own income so she could spend without 
“having to justify” her new shoes, Nicole seems torn. She wants to 
feel that her husband doesn’t control her spending, but in fact he 
does, at least sometimes. Perhaps ironically, Nicole does have her 
own money, which she could have spent on camp or anything else. 
But her desire not to rely on this money for daily living prevents her 
from tapping into it, even in order to avoid the feeling of supplica-
tion (and apparent subordination) she describes when she has to 
convince Brian to agree to spend the money.

The flip side of this question of control is the question of contri-
bution. I asked Nicole if her husband ever felt conflicted about her 
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inherited wealth, a possibility that Ellen and others had suggested 
to me. She was surprised by this question, saying, “It never even 
crossed my mind that he would feel weird about me having family 
money. . . . Isn’t it nice to have a nest egg? Like, [I’d imagine] that he 
would feel a comfort.” But she also told me about a moment when 
his income had dropped unexpectedly and her work as a photogra-
pher, which varied seasonally, had brought in a little bit of income: 
“I said, ‘Well, isn’t it good, then, that I’m bringing in all this extra 
money that we’re not used to? ’Cause, you know, it can, like, fill the 
gap a little bit.’ And he said, ‘What you bring in would barely scratch 
the surface of what we need to come up with every month.’ And I 
was like, ‘What an obnoxious thing to say! I was not suggesting that 
I could cover all of our expenses. I’m just saying, it doesn’t hurt. I 
mean, that’s four thousand dollars you didn’t have. Like, come on. 
Throw me a bone.’ Obviously, I’m taking some pride in being able to, 
like, provide a little bit more than I have been, because it was a job 
that paid more than most. He didn’t throw me the bone.” It seemed 
to me that perhaps Nicole’s husband’s sense of recognition was zero- 
sum— that is, he could not recognize her earned contribution with-
out somehow diminishing his own— and that this might have been 
related to the “nest egg” her inheritance provided.

Although these control issues mirror those of single- earner cou-
ples, inheritors seem to communicate more about them with their 
partners than did the stay- at- home mothers I interviewed. They did 
not mention being secretive about spending. Although the pool is 
small, it also seems likely that heterosexual female inheritors are 
more concerned about ameliorating their husbands’ discomfort than 
vice versa, given the great threat to masculinity that can come from 
not being the breadwinner.

Not every couple, however, talked about these concerns. Eliana 
said, “I did nothing” to get the money she inherited. “I feel like that 
gives me the right attitude toward it. Which is, it’s not mine. You 
know. It flows through. It flows to my children, it flows to the things 
I give it to. I’m a member of the economy. I employ people, I spend 
things. I just feel like a conduit; it doesn’t feel like mine. So, sharing 
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with my girlfriend, for example. No problem. Why would it be my 
money any more than hers? It’s so arbitrary.” This idea of “flow” 
explicitly denies attachment or ownership.

Kate told me that she did not feel “dependent” in her relationship 
with Nadine, first of all because she had earned her living for many 
years and could do so again. She also felt strongly that Nadine did 
not try to control the money, saying, “I don’t think she sees that 
money as hers, either. She never has.” Also referring to “flow,” Kate 
said, “It kind of flows through us, but it’s not really ours. And [Na-
dine’s] really remarkable in that way. She’s never made me feel like 
somehow she brings the money to the relationship, so that gives her 
a different sort of footing or standing or anything like that.” Unlike 
most inheritor couples, they shared all the money jointly.

The lack of conflict may have to do with being in a lesbian rela-
tionship, in two ways. First, until very recently same- sex partners 
had to make extensive (and expensive) legal arrangements in order 
to gain the benefits of marriage in terms of taxes and inheritance, 
as well as many other issues. Thus these couples may have had to 
address these questions more explicitly. Second, in same- sex rela-
tionships questions of money do not map onto larger issues of male 
privilege that mark heterosexual relationships. Kate reflected on the 
gender issues associated with this situation: “I have to say, I think 
if Nadine were a man, I would feel differently. I know I would.” She 
mentioned that her childhood had been “very gendered,” saying, 
“And so if I was married to a man and I was totally dependent on the 
money that he had, it would bum me out.” But as Kevin and Dan’s 
story indicates, issues of control of money do not disappear in these 
same- sex relationships.

T I M E  O V E R  M O N E Y:  D U A L  E A R N E R S

Unlike most stay- at- home mothers and wives of male inheritors, 
women in dual- earner couples typically had a grasp of the family 
finances equal to or occasionally better than that of their husbands. 
Willa had inherited wealth and a significant income of her own, 
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although it was only about a fourth of her husband’s (with a house-
hold income of around $2 million, they were wealthier than most 
in this dual- earner category). She told me, of her husband, “I mean, 
almost from the first day we dated, he has not had any idea what’s in 
our checking account. He has no idea how much money we have. I 
pay all of our bills. I manage all of our accounts.”

These couples included the least affluent in my sample, and thus 
we might expect that they would struggle more over money. But 
I did not find that to be the case, especially in any gendered way. 
Margaret, for example, was a nonprofit fundraiser whose husband 
worked in entertainment. She earned a small proportion of their 
total household income of just over $250,000, but she was the one 
watching the family’s expenditures, including setting limits on what 
her husband could spend on his lunch.

Instead of money issues, these couples clashed over the house-
hold division of labor. Unlike families with one earner (always 
male) and most of the inheritor families, in which it was taken for 
granted that the women were responsible for the home front, men 
and women in straight couples who both worked at least half- time 
struggled over who would do this work. Like inheritors, the men in 
these families seemed to spend more time with and take more re-
sponsibility for the children. But they were less active in other areas. 
Keith and Karen agreed, for example, that Keith was “a very involved 
dad.” Keith said, “It pains me to be at work and not be in my kids’ 
lives.” However, he said that he and his wife had “hired a cleaning 
lady instead of a couples therapist.” This claim suggests, of course, 
that the conflict they had about cleaning had been significant; like 
many other couples before them, they chose to spend money on the 
labor of another woman to resolve it.18

In almost every case, the women took greater responsibility for 
their homes in general, as women in all social classes typically do.19 
In this sense these women resembled those in the other types of 
families I have described, with the significant difference that they 
also worked full- time.20 Margaret, for example, was responsible for 
the mental labor of taking care of the household. She said that her 
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husband’s work travel “puts me in that gender role again, where 
I’m the one responsible for the children, the schedule. I mean, he 
doesn’t know what they have for homework, and all that. So yeah, 
absolutely, I’m definitely performing that gender role where I take 
care of the home and I take care of the kids, and I have my job as 
well, and so on.”

Monica, the real estate broker, and her self- employed husband 
both worked full- time, but her account illuminates her much greater 
household responsibility, even as it shows the effort she makes to 
interpret her husband’s behavior as a contribution. She sometimes 
hired after- school babysitters for her children, but, she said, fram-
ing these tasks as her responsibility alone, “I do all my shopping, I 
do all my cooking.” When I asked about her husband’s household 
involvement, she said: “Actually, he does a lot. I shouldn’t complain. 
He does laundry. He’ll do grocery shopping if I give him a list. I 
mean, he doesn’t think of things that we need, but— you know, he’ll 
go do whatever. Since [his time is] flexible, he gets [our son] from 
the bus and takes him to soccer or picks him up from wherever. It’s 
easier, because he’s uptown, and I’m all the way down here. So he 
does so much in that way.” Though she said, “I shouldn’t complain,” 
she had not been complaining to me, so it seemed as if what she was 
saying was one side of a dialogue ongoing in her head. But although 
she might have felt like complaining, like some of the stay- at- home 
mothers described earlier, she also gave a lot of credit to her husband 
for doing even minimal tasks.

Even in couples in which the women earned significantly more 
than the men, the women were more responsible for their house-
holds.21 When I asked Lisa, who brought in about two- thirds of her 
$600,000 household income, if it was an issue that she earned more 
than her husband, she said, “I think so. Not that he would admit. I 
don’t think he would.” She continued, “But earlier on, it came out in 
indirect ways, I think. Because maybe I was giving off a sense of my 
work was more important. Because it was!” She laughed and pointed 
out that without her income they could not afford their lifestyle. “So 
it can’t be equal. If there’s a choice, and the child is sick, and I have a 
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meeting, guess who’s not staying home? I’m not staying home. So it 
kind of came out in those ways. In, like, the division of labor. It was 
surprising how much I had to push to get what I needed. To support 
me in my work.” Ultimately they hired a housekeeper, Lisa said, “of 
course.” And they paid to have full- time child care even when the 
kids were in school, “because,” Lisa said, “I wasn’t going to have 
the stress of having to think about, ‘Now I have to put something 
in place.’ Like, it just needed to be there.” Even this formulation (“I 
have to”) shows that it was Lisa’s job to make sure the kids were 
taken care of.

Miriam’s case was especially striking. She worked long hours in 
banking and her $1.2 million annual income was about ten times that 
of her husband. Yet she told me that her husband had “the priority 
job in the family.” This meant that she was the one who dealt with 
emergencies, such as staying home with the kids when the nanny 
was sick. She initially attributed this arrangement to her greater job 
security and to being more able to deal with chaos; she also felt that 
her husband’s ego was more wrapped up in his job than hers was. 
She went on to say, “I think there’s a gendered thing that happens, 
where women who work also are the CEO of the house and the men 
just work. And even in the most progressive- minded man, that’s just 
what happens. It’s very rare in my experience to find couples who 
have a better balance.”

Echoing Margaret, Miriam also said that in “most couples,” “the 
woman carries the whole mental burden.” Examples of things her 
husband did not think about included school tests and applications, 
classes for kids, life insurance, and homeowners’ insurance. She said, 
“He doesn’t take that on. Having said that, he does way more cook-
ing than I ever do. He does the laundry. He tidies. He does all these 
things. . . . But I carry a much bigger burden.” Initially she seemed 
to me to be justifying her husband’s lack of participation, both by le-
gitimating his job insecurity and by asserting that few other couples 
did it better. But by the end of our conversation it was clear that her 
household responsibilities (which she called “running the details”) 
made her exhausted and angry and that they had numerous conflicts 
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in which her husband failed to see the sacrifices she made. He as-
serted, for example, that his job “always came second” or quickly 
vetoed renovation possibilities she had spent hours coming up with. 
And she had almost no time for herself.

Although Miriam was the primary earner, she did not seem to 
try to control her husband’s spending, as a high- earning man might 
try to control his wife’s. In fact, she went out of her way to recognize 
his contribution.22 For example, her husband invested her income 
as well as his own. She recounted, “He feels like that’s a way that he 
can contribute. That he can make my money into more money, you 
know? And it’s not really— I don’t think of it as my money, either; I 
think of it as our money. But he can grow it for us, and that’s a way 
he can add value.” This is exactly the process Ellen described pre-
viously, in which men want to invest the money so they can “have 
their footprint” on it.

Unlike some of the high- earner husbands, Miriam also made 
an effort to maintain her husband’s feeling of financial autonomy. 
She said, explaining why their accounts were not entirely joint, “He 
likes having a nest egg of money so that he doesn’t have to be in the 
position of asking me for money.” He had not wanted to use “his” 
money to solve a temporary cash flow problem with the renovation, 
even though she had explained that she would repay him with her 
end- of-  year bonus. He seems to feel— like the stay- at- home or low- 
earning women discussed earlier— that he needs his own money to 
be protected. And she is willing to legitimate this need and preserve 
the “family myth” that he is financially independent.23

G E N D E R ,  C L A S S ,  A N D  C O N T R I B U T I O N

As Viviana Zelizer has written, “In organizing their economic activi-
ties, household members are actually negotiating the significance of 
relations among themselves.”24 As they negotiated household con-
sumption and labor with their partners, the people I interviewed 
were also working out the value of their own contributions to family 
life. These negotiations are common across classes, of course. As 
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previous research has shown, couples in all economic strata have to 
navigate these same questions of money, power, and paid and unpaid 
labor. This research has established that both the person who earns 
more money and that person’s gender matter for power and labor 
relations in the family. Female breadwinners, for example, may actu-
ally do more household work once they become the primary earners, 
while their husbands do less, and such women do not gain greater 
power over financial and other kinds of decision making.25 The idea 
of the female breadwinner goes counter to ideas about appropriate 
gender identity held by individuals and enshrined in institutions.26 
The same is true among my interviewees. The dual- earner house-
holds I studied also appear to be similar to those studied by others 
in that unpaid labor becomes a contentious issue.

The kinds of conflicts my interviewees describe are specifically 
inflected by class, however, in multiple ways. One class issue is the 
context of abundance in which these families operate. In the case 
of single- earner families, the stay- at- home mothers are doing the 
“labor of lifestyle” rather than (or in addition to) more basic repro-
ductive labor such as cleaning, child care, and cooking, much of 
which is performed by household workers. As we saw in chapter 2, 
such labor is harder to construe as a contribution, especially because 
it largely consists of consumption, which is associated with the imag-
ined excesses of women in general and wealthy women in particular. 
Some earner husbands— probably the majority in my sample— see 
this labor of lifestyle as a legitimate contribution to family life. But 
others seem to see it simply as a drain on their hard- earned assets. 
Furthermore, some of these highly educated women are themselves 
ambivalent about the contribution they are making and their own 
entitlement to spend money they did not earn— even when they are 
legally entitled to do so.

Second, the structure of and compensation associated with 
 careers in finance and related sectors also contribute to these dy-
namics in a single- earner household. The extremely high incomes in 
these fields mean that the earner— nearly always the man— brings in 
enough money that it doesn’t “make sense” for his wife to continue 
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to work, which means they both spend more money on behalf of 
the family and accumulate less wealth for themselves.27 The time 
demands of these careers further create incentives for women not 
to work for pay, or not to work very much, because their husbands 
work such long hours and often travel frequently. But the risk as-
sociated with these often unstable jobs may also make men more 
fearful about the future and therefore more inclined to police their 
wives’ spending.

Third, these questions of power in relationships have mostly been 
addressed in terms of who earns the money. This chapter shows that 
similar gendered dynamics of control play out in relation to inherited 
wealth. Inheritors control their wealth, no matter what their gender, 
but female inheritors appear to be more attuned to the ways in which 
contributing less financially challenges their husbands’ gendered de-
sire to be providers. Legal transfer of assets to the noninheritor is 
the preferred method of attempting to equalize these relationships.28

Fourth, entitlements to recognition in the family are tied to 
broader questions of class entitlements. Joan Acker wrote in 1988: 
“The twentieth- century American emphasis on love as the basis of 
marriage tends to obscure the character of marriage as an integral 
part of the society’s system of distribution.” Acker was pointing out 
that marriage appears to be only an emotional relationship between 
two people, but it is in fact an economic relationship that, in many 
ways, regulates the distribution of resources, especially from men 
who work for pay to women who do not. Because money appears as 
“a personal issue” within marriage, “the question of how the society 
should provide for distribution is obscured as it is transformed into 
a problem of interpersonal conflict.”29

Acker was talking about gendered access to resources, not 
broader class distributions. But the point applies in a new way in 
these families as well. Struggles over entitlements in intimate re-
lationships take up an enormous amount of space in participants’ 
psychic lives and daily routines, displacing awareness of their social 
advantages. It is hard for someone who feels as if she is fighting for 
equality and recognition with a partner to feel privileged relative to 
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others in the world. These struggles also engender a sense of material 
scarcity— when expenditures and entitlements are contested, it is 
difficult to recognize abundance. As I noted at the beginning of the 
chapter, it was hard even for me to hold onto an awareness of the 
privilege of Stephanie and Alexis as I saw them grappling with these 
issues.

Finally, struggles over spending, which are also struggles over 
labor and power, are tied to questions of worth— the worth of the 
person as well as the object. These affluent New Yorkers look to 
their partners to confirm their self- conceptions as legitimately priv-
ileged hard workers and reasonable consumers. Feeling legitimately 
entitled is most difficult for the stay- at- home mothers without in-
dependent wealth, not only because they have no income but also 
because— due to their class position— their labor consists largely of 
consumption rather than traditional mothering work, such as clean-
ing, child care, and cooking. When their husbands reflect images 
of their labor and consumption as reasonable, they confirm their 
wives’ entitlement. When they don’t, conflict ensues. Similar dy-
namics obtain in other types of couples as well, though when both 
partners work for pay they can draw more easily on earning as a 
source of merit.

Overall, regardless of the type of couple, because men’s labor is 
paid more often and more highly and women are more likely to do 
the less- valued household labor, it is harder for women to be legiti-
mately entitled. Chapter 6 explores questions of legitimate entitle-
ment in another family realm: the raising of children.
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PARENTING 
PRIVILEGE
C O N S T R A I N T,  E X P O S U R E , 

A N D  E N T I T L E M E N T

Lucy was the stay- at- home wife of a global business entrepreneur, 
with assets in the tens of millions. She and I talked sitting at the din-
ing table in the large, open kitchen/dining room/living room area of 
her apartment, the renovation of which had combined three smaller 
apartments. For the first hour of the interview, until her nanny came 
to entertain them, her three small children played nearby. Every 
once in a while the youngest, a 2- year- old boy, toddled in for a snack 
or to climb onto Lucy’s lap for a cuddle. The children also showed 
up frequently in our conversation, especially as Lucy described her 
fears about how to raise them. She said, “I just don’t want them 
growing up with a sense of entitlement. You know, everybody’s got 
entitlement concerns. And I still really struggle with that. Creating 
a sense of, kind of, hunger and drive. . . . When you get everything 
you want, you don’t have to work for it, you don’t appreciate it.” 
There was a “level of affluence” at her children’s private school that, 
she said, “really troubles me.” She had considered moving them into 
public school. And she regretted having set up a trust fund for them 
because, she explained, “I don’t think that anything good ever comes 
out of a trust. It can only be incendiary in somebody’s life.” She 
was relieved that the trust would mature only when her children 
were much older, so they would have to earn money before they 
inherited it.
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Actually meeting interviewees’ children was unusual for me during 
this project. I usually just saw traces of them, such as drawings on the 
fridge or toys in a corner. But, like Lucy’s, many parents’ narratives 
were brightly threaded with anxieties about the kind of people their 
children would turn out to be. Also like Lucy’s, their anxieties turned 
particularly on the threat of “entitlement,” a concept they brought 
up frequently, usually unprompted. In general, as we have seen, to be 
“entitled” is to believe (or behave as if one believes) that one should 
receive certain benefits simply by virtue of who one is.1 Implicitly, 
these parents grouped a number of different fears under the umbrella 
of entitlement. They worried that their children would lack a work 
ethic and would expect others to do everything for them, that they 
would think they could have everything they wanted, that they would 
be covetous and materialistic, that they would not be aware of their 
advantages relative to others, and that they would treat other people 
disrespectfully. Instead, these parents wanted their kids to grow up to 
be “good people”: hard workers, with prudent consumption desires 
and practices who respected others, were aware and appreciative of 
their advantages, and gave back. Although such ideals are common to 
parents across social classes, these privileged parents are specifically 
concerned with how their children can be best prepared to occupy 
their social position, as we will see.

In order to cultivate these characteristics, these parents used two 
strategies: constraint and exposure. First, they talked about limiting 
children’s behavior and their consumption of material goods, expe-
riences, and labor. Placing boundaries on kids’ entitlement to con-
sume would, parents hoped, also constrain their sense of entitlement 
more broadly. And requiring labor of them would instill a strong 
work ethic and a sense of self- sufficiency. Second, these parents tried 
to expose their children to class difference, in both imaginary and 
concrete ways, in order to help them understand their advantaged 
social location and get a sense of what a “normal” life is. These ideals 
had instrumental aspects— that is, parents imagined that having a 
solid work ethic and being comfortable with people different from 
themselves would help their children succeed in a risky world.2 But 
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they also cared about the moral integrity of their children, both for 
its own sake and because it reflected on the parents themselves as 
moral actors.3 As Eliana put it, “Another moral warrant” for her was 
that “I’m raising people with good values.”

However, creating limits stood in tension with a more conven-
tional form of cultivation: giving children more. As previous re-
search would predict, elite parents wanted their kids to have access 
to a vast array of experiences and opportunities, receive all the at-
tention they might need, and be able to develop any interests and 
skills they might desire. So they struggled with the idea of limiting 
these and thus the children’s “boundless potential.”4 Furthermore, 
as we have seen, the parents themselves were conflicted about how 
much is enough— for their children as well as for themselves. It was 
also a challenge to define exactly what was “normal,” and for whom. 
They wanted their kids to be “normal,” meaning similar to others 
with less; but they also wanted them to be aware that they were not 
normal and appreciate their advantages.

I came to see that the kind of entitlement parents wanted to avoid 
was behavioral and emotional, not material. As long as they don’t act 
or feel entitled, children remain legitimately entitled to resources. 
Their advantages remain essentially the same. Ultimately, the parents 
are not challenging their children’s advantage but, instead, teach-
ing them how to occupy their advantaged position appropriately. 
They inculcate an identity, or a habitus, as Pierre Bourdieu called 
it, of legitimate privilege. This legitimately entitled self faces the 
contradiction we have seen before: between erasing class difference 
through treating everyone the same and recognizing this difference 
through “awareness” of privilege.

D I S C I P L I N I N G  T H E  S E L F :  
B E H AV I O R  A N D  C O N S U M P T I O N

One central parental concern had to do with how their children 
acted vis- à- vis others. They wanted to teach their kids to take other 
people into account and to be generous in the world more broadly.5 
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Paul told me, “I think one thing [his wife] and I are, very, very, 
very— it’s very important for us, is that our kids are, at a minimum, 
respectful to people. They’re nice. That’s number one.” Nadine said, 
“I don’t want my kids to be entitled or snobby or spoiled in any 
way. I come down pretty hard on them about— I mean, the main 
thing is, like, ‘You’re going to be, like, a good fucking person, you 
know? Like, you’re going to say please and thank you, and you’re 
going to be, like, kind towards other people. And you’re going to be 
responsible for yourself and make good choices.’ ” Sara planned to 
be “intentional” about “making sure that my kids understand that 
there’s an obligation to give back.”

Although these parents often expressed their concerns as behav-
ioral imperatives such as saying please and thank you, they con-
ceptualized such behaviors as signs of a deeply rooted nonentitled 
disposition, a fundamental understanding of self and other. Eliana 
described this disposition succinctly. When she said she did not 
want her children to be “entitled,” I asked what that meant. She 
responded, “To take privilege for granted. To think it has something 
to do with you.” She laughed. “Instead of just luck. I think one of 
the things that really concerns me is the many different faces of su-
premacy. And so, anything like that. If you think you’ve got anything 
on anybody else. Like, lack of respect. And not just respect, but full 
consideration. That all humans are as valuable as each other.”

Asked what she wanted for her kids, Monica talked about the 
kind of people she wanted them to become rather than about their 
professional paths or other achievements, and she linked behavior 
to a generous disposition. She said, “To think about other people 
when they make their decisions. Even now, with their friends. Their 
tone of voice when they speak to people. Just be conscious of it. It’s 
not that you’re always going to do the right thing. But, just catch 
yourself. And thank people, or— you know, that kind of thing.” She 
continued, “You can’t just exist. You have to give. However that is. 
Emotionally, your time. It’s not a financial gift. It’s more of yourself.”

One very significant aspect of shaping children’s dispositions, of 
course, is shaping their consumer desires and entitlements.6 Helen 
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said, “I think we all worry. My husband and I worry about our kids, 
like, falling into this kind of thought that, like, you can just order 
everything online, and it all comes. And, you know, money feels a 
little bit like it grows on trees kind of thing.” Ursula said, “You have 
kids that talk about they never fly, you know, commercial planes 
or they’ve never flown coach. I think it’s crazy. . . . We [she and her 
husband] really know the value of what we have and understand 
how fleeting some of this can be and how important it is to not, you 
know, feel like you have to keep up with the Joneses, because you 
just— there’s no stopping. But for young people whose minds are 
not fully mature, it’s work.”

Nearly all my interviewees portrayed themselves as setting limits 
on their children’s consumption as a way of forestalling an excessive 
sense of entitlement.7 Olivia, for example, did not want her children 
to become “trustafarians.” Asked how to prevent that, she said, “I 
mean, I think the biggest thing is, they just don’t get everything that 
they want.” Chaz said, “I think by just living in New York, it’s easy to 
be overcome with too many luxuries. And you’ve got to make sure 
that they don’t get everything they want at this particular moment. 
Make sure that kids understand that they have to have fun, but noth-
ing is to be given. You’ve got to earn things.” Some parents with older 
children used an allowance to help them learn limits. Eliana not only 
gave her children an allowance but required them to “spend some, 
save some, give some.”

Not surprisingly, these parents also used consumption in order to 
enforce appropriate behavior. Zoe described herself as having strict 
limits. She said, of her children, “I don’t buy them random things for 
no reason. We definitely wait for birthdays. Or, even an ice cream. 
Like, [her daughter] has to earn it. Yesterday we promised her an ice 
cream, but then she behaved horribly. And I said, ‘Then I’m sorry, 
ice cream is for girls that behave. And that’s not you today. Maybe 
tomorrow.’ ” As Zoe’s comment indicates, consumption not only de-
pends on appropriate behavior but also is framed as a birthday “treat.”

Like Lucy, many parents were concerned with the possibility that 
their children would not want to work. Scott said, “That’s one of the 
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things I think about and talk about a lot. Is, like, how do you instill 
in your kid, in your wealthy kid, the desire to work? You know, just 
the satisfaction that comes from, like, ‘Paycheck. Yes. I did it again.’ 
It’s a very deep- seated feeling. I don’t know where it comes from. 
And I’m terrified that my kids  aren’t going to have it.”

These concerns with consumption, reciprocity, and the work 
ethic came together in the question of how much of other people’s 
labor children had the right to consume. Olivia said, referring to both 
politeness and labor, “The manners thing, I think is really important. 
And entitlement. Like, you shouldn’t feel entitled to leave your stuff 
at the table, or not clean up after yourself. And you know, the worst 
thing is when you say [of the family’s assistant], ‘Look, Nancy’s going 
to [do it].’ No, no, no. I will make it so that Nancy doesn’t come. You 
know, you will take care of this.” Danielle told me, of her two young 
children, “I mean, they live in an incredibly entitled environment. So 
yeah. Squash it down, every time I see any, I go squash.” She laughed. 
I asked, “When do you see it? How do you do that?” She responded, 
“They say, ‘Get me a —.’ I say, ‘You have legs. Your legs ain’t broke, 
you get that. You put that away. You pick it up.’ ”

This emphasis on self- sufficiency and work also meant requiring 
labor of children in the form of chores. Asking me if I had read a 
recent New Yorker article that described a 6- year- old child in the Pe-
ruvian Amazon who cleaned, fished, and cooked,8 Lucy said, “That 
article changed my life. I’m not kidding you. I was like, ‘My six- year- 
old doesn’t know how to do anything.’ So the next day, I was like, 
‘You are doing your own laundry. Here’s the liquid detergent. Have 
at it.’ ” She laughed. “And now he does. He does his own laundry.” 
She and her husband had also instituted a system of points their son 
had to earn for making an effort in areas where “he feels he needs 
to improve” (e.g., participating more in school), which he could 
redeem for activities of his choosing, such as art classes— activities 
he had gotten for “free” when he was younger.9

Frances had been raised upper- middle- class and attended private 
school and an Ivy League college, but her family’s current lifestyle 
was far beyond what she had grown up with. (She told me, “We were 
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well off, but not to the extent that my nuclear family is now. It’s pretty 
different.”) As her own father had, Frances enforced expectations 
for her kids through their allowance. She said,

Yes, my kids definitely have an allowance. And it’s tied to their 
chores. Which is something that I carry over from my own child-
hood, which I really value. It’s a huge pain in the ass for me. But I 
fine them when they don’t do their chores. . . . Everything has a 
value. It’s like, “If you don’t turn off your lights, if you don’t make 
your bed, if your clothes  aren’t in the hamper,” those are fines. 
“If you don’t set the table, if you don’t clear the table, if you don’t 
put your sports bag away,” those are all fines. . . . And every time 
I describe to friends what I do, they think I’m a nut job. That I’m 
crazy to spend the time I’m spending. But that’s how I grew up, 
and it is a huge pain, but I’m hoping that it pays off, and that they 
appreciate— that they get something from it later in life (laughs). 
I don’t know.

Like Lucy’s points scheme, the system Frances has created consti-
tutes constraints on her children’s entitlements. Though the system 
creates work for her, she hopes it will “pay off ” for them, although 
she cannot exactly articulate how.

As this example indicates, respondents who were raised with less 
money than they have now often referred to their own upbringings 
in talking about their children. Many who had grown up facing ma-
terial limits now imposed symbolic ones on their kids. Miriam in-
sisted that her two daughters share a room, a decision she attributed 
explicitly to her own upbringing and her discomfort with her own 
privileged financial position, as well as to her desire for her daughters 
to have “normal values”:

I just wanted them to share a room. I always shared a room grow-
ing up, and I have weird feelings in general about— like, I didn’t 
grow up with any money, and I didn’t set out to make money, 
but I do make a lot of money. And it’s a weird thing. And I’m 
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like, what does it mean for my girls to grow up with money? 
What does it mean for them and their values, and how do I in-
still normal values in them? So I was like, they need to share a 
room. . . . I think I just feel like [sharing a room] will show them 
that they’re not the only person in the world. That, you know, 
they can’t have everything they want. Maybe they feel like they 
should have their own room ’cause their friends have their own 
room. Well, too bad.

Miriam also criticized parents who said they “had to” give their kids 
separate rooms because they would fight otherwise. “I’m like, you 
don’t have to do anything. You know? We didn’t have the option 
when I was growing up, and so we fought and we had to share 
a room.”

Like Miriam, other respondents drew boundaries between them-
selves and other parents who seemed to indulge their kids. Willa said 
she had known other kids growing up whose rooms had been built 
to be the maid’s room (as is the case in many prewar buildings in 
New York). But now, she said, “people don’t want to put their child 
in a maid’s room. Talk about entitled. Because it’s small, it’s in the 
back, it’s next to the kitchen.” Zoe deprecated “mothers cooking 
three different meals, depending on what their kids want.” She said 
that she, in contrast, would send her daughter to bed hungry “if she 
doesn’t want what I cooked for dinner. . . . I’ve put her to sleep many 
times without eating dinner. I’m not afraid to do that.”

Yet, as we saw in chapter 3, parents also framed children’s needs 
as especially legitimate. Therefore, despite their commitment to 
limits in general, these parents were torn about what specific limits 
were appropriate, especially when these constraints stood in tension 
with the children’s happiness, comfort, or sense of belonging, as well 
as their enrichment. As Olivia said, using the example of refusing 
to buy an iPhone for her children, “I think that’s actually one of 
the biggest challenges, you know, in terms of spending money and 
making decisions, like, when do you say, ‘All right. No. We can, but 
we won’t. And here’s why.’ ”
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Frances had had no problem refusing to buy her teenage daughter 
a $400 ski jacket, which seemed too extreme. But she struggled to 
set limits when they might affect her daughter’s social life. She told 
me, of her daughter’s obsession with brand names:

I definitely entered that [phase] with her, where— you know, if it 
doesn’t say Ugg on the boot, it’s not actually a boot. [She laughs.] 
If it doesn’t say Hunter, it’s not really a rain boot. And that drives 
me crazy. Because my parents never bought me any brand- name 
anything. I’m weak on that score, though. Because she’s a good 
girl. She’s a nice girl. She works hard. And I cave. Because it’s 
easier to buy the Hunter boots than it is to say, just on principle, 
“You’re gonna be the one girl in [her school] who wears the rub-
ber boots from K- Mart, because that’s how I grew up.” And I’m 
sure I’m doing her a disservice by letting her have all the brand 
names. But again, it’s one of those things where you pick your 
battles. . . . I tried very briefly, when she was in fifth grade or so, 
to buy the non- brand- name stuff. And then she didn’t have a lot 
of friends, and she got all these pimples, and I just [felt] like, “You 
know what? Okay. You can have the Ugg boots, as long as you 
appreciate that you got them for your birthday!”

Frances is trying to establish a sense of constraint that echoes the 
limits she grew up with, but she does not want to make her daughter 
suffer in her social milieu by not fitting in.10 She thus resigns herself 
to buying the boots, though she wants her daughter to “appreciate” 
that they are special, a birthday treat. This kind of consumption, 
she hopes, will not be taken for granted. It is also notable that she 
describes her daughter as a “good girl,” “a nice girl,” who “works 
hard.” Because her daughter does not act behaviorally “entitled,” she 
becomes materially entitled to the boots.

In this conversation, both because I remembered my own anx-
iety about not having the “right” clothes at that age and because I 
wanted to be sympathetic, I said I could see her daughter’s point of 
view. Realizing that we were the same age, Frances and I ended up 
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reminiscing about what it was like to be teenagers and be denied the 
brand- name items that were fashionable (for us, Tretorn sneakers, 
all the rage in the mid- 1980s). In a telephone conversation a few days 
after the interview, in which I was following up on a couple of ques-
tions, Frances mentioned without prompting that that part of our 
conversation had “crossed my mind a dozen times.” Saying, “This 
is so messed up,” she admitted feeling that since a “well- educated, 
hard- working” person (i.e., me) had sympathized with her daugh-
ter’s position, she felt better about buying the name- brand clothing 
rather than getting it at Target. I had not expected that my opinion 
would loom so large in Frances’s mind. Her comment signaled to me 
that she was genuinely worried about the situation and looking for 
reassurance— from a particular kind of source. Because I was coming 
from a position opposite to the one her daughter was in— that is, I 
had been denied these items— she could have read me as evidence 
that if she wanted her daughter to become “well- educated and hard-
working” she would refuse her child’s requests. In fact, she had said 
that maybe she herself was a better person for not having been given 
these goods. But instead somehow she was able to read my sympa-
thy for her daughter as the green light to stop worrying about these 
purchases because it legitimated the daughter’s psychological need.

Protecting kids from thinking or worrying about money— itself 
another form of privilege— was a priority among these parents and 
demonstrated another dimension of their concern for their kids’ 
psychological well- being. Several told me they did not want to talk 
about money with their young children. Donovan, an inheritor and 
earner of wealth of over $10 million, said of money that he had tried 
to give his kids “the gift of allowing them to ignore it.” But again, 
this approach sometimes conflicted with the notion of setting limits. 
Karen had been “raised with a money problem” and struggled to 
decide how to restrict her daughter’s spending after school at Star-
bucks. She said, “I mean, I definitely don’t want her to feel worried 
about money. But I also want her to feel like there’s some real limits 
to what she can spend.” How to impose the “limits” without also 
imposing the “worry” was the dilemma.11
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S T R AT E G I E S  O F  E X P O S U R E :  L O C AT I N G  T H E  S E L F

Many parents I interviewed also used strategies of exposure as a way 
of mitigating entitlement. They wanted their children to be “aware” 
of and “appreciate” their privileged stance relative to others and to 
inculcate a sense of what kind of consumption was “normal” in the 
world. Ursula, for example, said, “I do sometimes worry the kids 
feel everybody has a house in the Hamptons [as she did]. That this is 
normal. And it’s not. So we try to teach them that. But I don’t know 
if it’s getting through.” Questions about exposure emerged in relation 
to consumption decisions and the social environments kids were 
in, especially schools, as well as the possibility of working for pay.

Consumption and What Is “Normal”

My respondents saw consumption decisions and the constraints dis-
cussed earlier as important for how kids would locate themselves 
in relation to the rest of the world. They tried to model appropriate 
consumption for their children, often using the word “normal.” Gary 
and his family were invited to a wedding in India that he and his 
wife “would have loved to go to.” But they did not attend, in part 
because the wedding fell just a few weeks after another international 
family trip but also because it felt “over the top.” Gary said, “it was 
this feeling that, what’s the message we’re imparting to our kids?” 
Parents struggled frequently over these decisions, which, like Gary’s 
dilemma, often clustered around leisure travel.

One very wealthy mother said her biggest disagreements with 
her husband were about spending money. When I asked for an ex-
ample, she first reiterated how confidential our conversation was. 
She then recounted:

Like, he would fly privately all the time. And I want our kids 
to not get too used to that. Every once in a while. But, I don’t 
know. I value that I went to public school, and I slept in many 
motels, and I drove long distances in cars. And the way I grew 
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up is still much more affluent than the way most— but I feel like 
I have somewhat of an understanding. I think it’s important to 
understand the way everyone else lives. That doesn’t sound right, 
but . . . but . . . so, I just don’t want our kids to go to college and 
never have cleaned a toilet. And never have slept in a motel in-
stead of a hotel. And then to appreciate that there are some kids 
that don’t even ever sleep in a motel. I mean, so I just want our 
kids to have— you know, a reality check every once in a while.

This mother resists her husband’s desire to live lavishly in order to 
instill an understanding of how “everyone else lives” in her kids. 
In talking about his clients’ conflicts around money, Robert, a real 
estate broker, spoke approvingly of this kind of modeling. He said, 
“I have some healthy clients. I have one client— very rich people. 
She said, like, when they fly with the kids . . . they fly coach. When 
the husband flies by himself, he flies first class. They’re constantly 
struggling to set an example for their children that, ‘just because we 
have, not everybody else has.’ They’re trying not to turn their kids 
into assholes.”

Many parents encouraged their children to interpret such expe-
riences as “special.” Olivia said her family flew business class “a lot.” 
She told her kids, “ ‘It’s a privilege that you get to do this. And it’s 
great that we can do this as a family. But I expect behavior and good 
manners.’ And they [behave]. There’s no wild acting out. And it’s a 
big treat.” Olivia asks her children to experience this travel as both 
a “privilege” and a “treat”— typically defined by being exceptional— 
even though it is something they do often. Furthermore, she is teach-
ing them that high- end consumption is acceptable as long as it is 
inhabited appropriately in a behavioral sense.

Similarly, Danielle emphasized to her kids that they had experi-
ences many people could not afford. She said, “I’ve told them, the 
kind of [private] education they’re getting, I’m saying, you know, 
‘That’s a valuable thing. Not everybody gets to do that. Appreci-
ate it. Appreciate it, because it’s kind of a special thing.’ Or, you 
know, ‘Not everybody gets to have a fun summer away, like, enjoy 
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that. Like, understand that’s a special thing.’ ” To be aware of the 
specialness of these experiences and to appreciate them is to avoid 
entitlement, as we also saw in the case of Frances’s daughter and 
the name- brand boots.

These practices and discourses illuminate two meanings of nor-
mal. The explicit meaning, which parents invoked to try to help their 
kids situate themselves in relation to others, is what most people 
have— that is, people who are less advantaged than they are. But the 
normal that kids actually experience, in the reality of their daily lives, 
is the more advantaged form. Rather than acknowledge this tension, 
parents represented certain goods or experiences that were actually 
normal for their children as a “treat” and hoped the children would 
experience them as such. This kind of consumption is not special for 
their children. But these parents want them to see that it is special 
relative to the rest of the world.

Not surprisingly, then, these parents sometimes got tangled up in 
discourse around this question of “normal” consumption. For exam-
ple, Allison, the stay- at- home mother with a household income of 
$3 million, gave a somewhat disjointed account of how she wanted 
her middle- school- aged kids to understand the two vacations her 
family takes each year. She said, “Some way or another, we have to 
instill in the kids that we’re doing this, but it’s not extravagant. So 
you try to not make it too extravagant.” I asked, “And why do you 
want to instill that in the kids?” She replied,

Because, you know, I think it’s just a value system. Like, it’s not— 
you know, they’ve done nothing to— you know, deserve to have 
these, like, two vacations. You know. Although they work really 
hard. Not— I wouldn’t say— nobody deserves two vacations. It’s 
extravagant. It’s extravagant. It’s not about deserving it. I don’t 
deserve it. It’s extravagant. I just want them to know, this isn’t the 
norm. You don’t want your kids to think that— take these kinds 
of things for granted. You know . . . [to know that] most people 
don’t live this way. And that this is not the norm, and that you 
should feel this is— this is special, and this is a treat.
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Allison’s reasoning illuminates her ambivalence about her own priv-
ilege as well as that of her children. She jumbles multiple discourses, 
first suggesting that the legitimacy of entitlement rests on hard work, 
then indicating that legitimate entitlement is impossible (“nobody 
deserves it”), and then alluding to appreciation as the legitimate 
mode of experience. Allison and her husband addressed this prob-
lem practically by flying in first class while the children sat in coach 
as a way of controlling the kids’ access to privileges they had not yet 
“earned.”12 But they were entitled to the vacation itself.

Environments and Social Others

In thinking about their children’s self- location, parents were also 
concerned about the social others to whom their kids were exposed. 
They therefore thought carefully about the environments their chil-
dren spent time in. Many parents worried about their children’s ex-
posure to those with more, fearing a kind of contamination from 
other kids and families about what constitutes reasonable consump-
tion. As we have seen, Sara was at a transitional moment with her 
husband, trying to decide whether they would stay in the city. In 
speaking of the challenges of raising wealthy children, she said:

I mean, that is a huge reason why we’re like, “Maybe we want to 
leave New York.” Because we’re still kind of like, even if we could 
afford the fancy apartment, we don’t want our kid to think that 
that’s— you know, to be surrounded by everyone else with fancy 
apartments. I don’t know. A colleague of [her husband’s] went 
on vacation with his family. You know, like, a nice vacation. They 
went skiing for a week, stayed somewhere super nice. He asked 
the son, who was, like, eight at the time, “What’d you think?” 
And the son was like, “It was great, but next time we fly private 
like everyone else.” . . . He spent, like, you know, ten grand on 
this vacation, with, like, ski lodge— you know, a ton of money. 
What do you do? He’s like, how do you insulate kids, you know? 
I don’t know what you do.
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Speaking of her children’s summer camp, one stay- at- home 
mother said,

I worry because my kids are at camp, sleep- away camp in Maine. 
And the whole idea to send them is for them to learn indepen-
dence and a little bit of social acceptance and, you know, how 
to fend for themselves and the whole thing. And my daughter’s 
going to a place where there’s no electricity, and we’re sitting here 
in the air conditioning, and she has really hot days and really cold 
days and learns to live with it. Which I think is all a good thing. 
But then you have the kids that show up in their private plane . . . 
It’s just warped.

This mother is trying to engineer a sense of deprivation for her 
daughter to promote her learning how to be independent, but be-
cause she is doing this in an environment of wealthy people, the child 
is still exposed to people with more. As I discuss later, this concern 
permeated decisions about schooling as well.

Although parents did not usually want their children to be ex-
posed to those with more, they did want them to be exposed to those 
with less. Using an especially compelling phrase, progressive inher-
itor Eliana said she wanted her children to have “fluency outside the 
bubble,” by which she meant an exposure to and understanding of 
the lives of people with less. Yet it was not always clear to me which 
social others Eliana and my other respondents were invoking and 
what kind of contact they desired. Some parents wanted to instill 
a sense of awareness of and obligation to poor people, often in a 
relatively abstract sense, in a way that was reminiscent of noblesse 
oblige. Others seemed more interested in their kids’ having ongoing 
relationships with people who were “normal”— that is, not poor, but 
not as privileged as they were.

Some parents recounted trying to have conversations with their 
kids about poor people, such as impoverished kids in Haiti or the 
residents of the homeless shelter around the corner. A few parents 
told me they required their kids to give away one or two birthday 
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gifts or to participate in charitable enterprises such as a swim- a- thon. 
Paul said, of his kids, “Always for their birthday we ask them to pick 
one present and donate it to kids who are less fortunate, because 
they understand not everyone gets what they get.”

As Paul’s comment shows, these practices also served to remind 
children of those with less (though such people were not actually 
visible to the children), thus cultivating awareness and appreciation, 
as well as a feeling of obligation to give back. Paul said, “I don’t think 
I feel entitled, but our generation as a whole is, relative to our parents 
and grandparents. And I try to continuously— even though my kids 
are spoiled fucking brats— they are. I mean, they get everything they 
want. But I try from an educational perspective to continue to just 
make sure it’s ingrained in their minds over and over again— whether 
they hear it or not, at some point they’ll get it— [this lesson about] 
what they have versus what other kids have.” What is fascinating here 
is the distinction Paul makes between actually receiving “everything 
they want” and having it “ingrained in their minds” that they have 
more than others. Here again we see the tension between the child’s 
lived experience of what is “normal” and the parent’s desire that he 
understand it as “not normal.”

A few parents saw community service or volunteer work as a 
way to cultivate understanding of others in their children. Alice, for 
example, lamented that her pre- teen son had not yet done volunteer 
work. When I asked her why that mattered, she said, “I think it’s a 
big element of being a good person, you know. Being a good person. 
And when you, you know, have all these things, if you don’t, you 
know, understand the value of volunteerism, and empathy, and all 
of those things— I think it’s a key element.” Susannah, another stay- 
at- home mother, struggled with how best to expose her children to 
the lives of others through charity work. She said, of her three kids 
(all under seven):

They need to know about diversity in the world and have expe-
riences outside of their school and outside of their home, and 
know that not everybody— you know, we— we— [she sighs]. I 
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don’t think this has set in with my kids yet. But, you know, I do a 
lot of charity work. I take them to food pantries. We make bags to 
give to kids less fortunate. But it’s been very hard for me to show 
them in person what it means to be a kid who’s less fortunate. You 
can’t go to the hospitals. I can’t really take them to a homeless 
shelter. There’s not a lot of children [there]. The only place that 
I think that I can take them is an elderly home.

Monica said she felt a responsibility to those with less: “We help out. 
We go to public schools around the city that are— you know, there’s 
this thing where you go and you help them paint it, so it looks better 
and it doesn’t look like a dungeon. My kids should know what the 
other places look like, down in the outer boroughs, where other kids 
have to go to school. Be thankful for what they have. Sure. We do 
that kind of stuff. Not to prove that we’re better, but just to take part 
in a community. And my son does community service.”

Monica’s remarks highlight a tension present throughout these 
parents’ accounts: that between “being part of a community” and 
making clear that these poorer children are completely other (“my 
kids should know what the other places look like”) and exist pri-
marily to help her kids in order to “be thankful for what they have.” 
Indeed, these accounts demonstrate that, as Rubén Gaztambide- 
Fernández and Adam Howard put it, a “conception of the wealthy as 
moral and deserving . . . requires suffering others (i.e., ‘the people’) 
as a way to enact ‘good citizenship.’ ”13 Furthermore, there is a class 
assumption here that these parents’ children should have access to 
the lives of others even when they would not want those others to 
have access to their own lives.14

Some parents were concerned about a different kind of expo-
sure: creating meaningful everyday networks for their children that 
included socioeconomic diversity. As Danielle put it, “I think there’s 
something instructional about growing up in a community that is 
economically mixed.” A few mentioned class diversity in their own 
families as one avenue of exposure to difference. But many had to 
engineer this kind of immersion. Kate told me, “Just the other day, 
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Nadine and I were thinking we have got to figure out a way, once 
the kids are a little older, to really expose them to the way most 
people live. The way most people live. And not in a, you know— in a 
concrete way.” Kate’s allusion to a “concrete way” implies a critique 
of an artificial or superficial approach. Scott and Olivia had chosen 
a church that was diverse in terms of race, ethnicity, income, and 
sexual orientation as a way to include their kids in a different kind 
of “community” because they had “a fairly homogenous day- to- day 
experience,” as Olivia put it.

One stay- at- home mother had lived with her family in a mixed- 
income rental building while their home was being renovated. She 
encouraged her son to keep in touch with the friends he had made 
there, who went to public school. She said:

I just feel like it’s a community that’s grounded. . . . It’s not this 
new world of, you know, private school in Manhattan. Almost 
all the kids that live there go to [the local public school]. My 
son has a lot of friends who go [there]. And you know, private 
school education in Manhattan is kind of a crazy thing. . . . And 
I feel like I want to keep our feet in something that’s a little more 
normal. . . . I like the idea that [her kids] have this community, 
where, you know, you have three kids living in a one- bedroom 
apartment. There’s a lot of that. You know? You know, two of 
my son’s best friends, they live in a one- bedroom apartment 
with their parents.

This mother tried to keep her son “normal” by virtue of his inter-
action with people who have fewer resources. At the same time, 
having chosen to place him in private school (primarily because 
of smaller class sizes, she said), she preserved his class advantages 
over those same people. These attempts to construct meaningful 
community with people who have less again highlight the tension 
mentioned earlier in the concept of “normal”: between a desire that 
a child be more normal and a desire that the child know what normal 
is (and know that he is advantaged relative to it).
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This pattern of exposure was less clear among African Ameri-
can and mixed- race parents. My interviewees, like many wealthier 
African Americans, had more class diversity in their families than 
many of the white respondents.15 But their children spent time pri-
marily in majority- white environments (mainly private schools). 
Rather than class exposure, then, they talked more about wanting 
to create ties to other African American children and families in 
the middle class and above. A couple of these parents had also 
left Harlem after living there for years. One mother told me, after 
recounting an incident between her daughter and a mentally ill 
man, “You don’t want them to be afraid of other people of color.” 
She had moved to a largely white suburb; now, she said, “What’s 
important for us is to figure out a way that we can expose our chil-
dren to other people of color.” One way to resolve this challenge 
was to join Jack and Jill, a cultural and social organization com-
posed of relatively affluent black families, to which several people 
I interviewed belonged.16

Talking about those with less or interacting with them sometimes 
meant talking explicitly about money, which some of these parents 
were loath to do. In fact, many parents clearly tried to inculcate the 
norm of not talking about money. Danielle told me, “If [her daughter] 
says, ‘So, what did our house cost?’ I’m like, ‘That’s my business, not 
yours. And you know, we don’t talk about that. And there’s a time 
in your life where you can have that information, but now is not 
that time.’ And she says, ‘Why not?’ It’s like, ‘Because people talk 
about that, and it’s tacky.’ And I don’t know if that’s the right thing 
to do. And when she says, ‘How much money do we have?’ I say, 
‘We have sufficient money for what we need.’ ” Speaking of flying 
privately, Olivia said, “We’ve had to have conversations with the 
kids about it. And just basically say, ‘This was really great. This is not 
something that you talk about. Because this is not an experience that 
most people you know will have.’ And it’s something that you kind 
of enjoy privately.” In this sense they reproduce for their children 
the common prohibition against talking about money and class; the 
“awareness” they cultivate is silent.
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A final kind of exposure, which overlaps but is not congruent 
with exposures to class and racial- ethnic others, is experience of 
cultural difference more broadly. My interviewees often talked about 
travel, especially outside the United States, as providing this type of 
exposure. Julia, a stay- at- home mother, said of her children:

I want them to see the world as a big place that everybody, we 
all share in. [As opposed to] being kind of small- minded and just 
seeing your thing as the only important thing that’s going on, 
whatever that may be. I want to travel with them a lot so that 
they see that people live in different ways. That you don’t have 
to have a big house and have TVs and all that stuff to be happy. 
You can be just as happy living in a little grass hut in the Serengeti 
or whatever. You know? I don’t know. I just feel like we’re just 
surrounded by so much stuff. Which I love. I love all this stuff that 
we have. But sometimes that’s not what’s important.

Julia’s statement represents exposure to class difference as a subset of 
exposure to cultural difference more broadly. It fits into the project 
of self- location, an awareness that “your thing” is not the only thing 
that matters. But travel also provides the lesson that material goods 
are not always “what’s important.” Julia expresses a dilemma com-
mon to most parents I interviewed: the desire to keep the “stuff ” 
but without kids’ thinking it is “what’s important.” Again, the fantasy 
here is that kids can have material and experiential comforts and at 
the same time understand that it is possible (for other people, at 
least) to live without them.

These parents hope exposure to those with less will discipline the 
affective selves of their children into appreciation and awareness. At 
the same time, exposure connotes an expansion of a child’s experi-
ence in ways that might be valuable in reproducing advantage later. 
Both parents of color and white parents thought this kind of exposure 
not only instilled good values but also could cultivate certain skills 
necessary in an increasingly diverse world. Lisa, for example, thought 
exposure to diversity for her kids was important “because most of 
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the world is diverse. And you have to be able to relate to people.” Zoe 
similarly cared about traveling internationally with her children be-
cause she wanted them “to be worldly. And to see how other people 
live.” She later mentioned what seemed to be a more instrumental 
motive: “The world’s becoming increasingly diverse, and I think it’s 
important for the kids to be exposed to that.” Thus, as Diane Reay and 
her colleagues have pointed out, exposure to otherness serves both 
moral and instrumental purposes.17 The idea of instilling particular 
values in kids goes hand in hand with fostering capacities for dealing 
with difference. These become a form of cultural capital, as Eliana’s 
notion of “fluency outside the bubble” suggests.18

School Choice

These questions of exposure and advantage came to the forefront in 
talking about children’s central social environment: school. In New 
York, as in many other cities, public schools are much more likely 
than private ones to provide the exposure to difference that many 
parents said they wanted. But, as noted earlier, most parents I talked 
with ultimately enrolled their children in private schools. Yet they 
struggled over these decisions, in two ways: choosing public versus 
private, and, once they had chosen private, deciding which private 
school was the best fit for their children.

Parents who chose or seriously considered public school ex-
pressed concern that private school would, in Betsy’s words, “warp 
their sense of what’s normal.” They worried that their children would 
be exposed to too much “entitlement” in private school, and they 
liked the idea of the diverse groups of people that their kids would 
be exposed to in public school. Some of them had political commit-
ments to public school. Yet they were drawn to the private schools 
because of smaller class sizes and more individualized attention, the 
possibility of a better education, including classes in the arts, and 
the perceived link to college admission.

When I interviewed Justin, the finance entrepreneur, whose par-
ents had been social workers, he and his wife were trying to decide 
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whether to send their children to private school. On the one hand, 
he was concerned that they get into good colleges, which he thought 
was more likely if they attended private school. He also wanted 
strong sports and arts programs. On the other hand, coming from a 
middle- class background (though lacking a political commitment 
to public school), he was afraid of the effects that a private- school 
environment would have on his kids. He said, “I want the kids to be 
normal. I don’t want them to just be coddled, and be at a country 
club. . . . I think they come out [of private school] being really shel-
tered. Not really exposed to— I don’t know. Economic hardship, 
or you think everyone lives in these huge houses, and just thinking 
that’s the world.” He explicitly associates private school with an envi-
ronment of “coddling,” contrasting it to a public- school environment 
that will produce “normal” kids. His fear that in private school his 
children will end up “thinking that’s the world” implies that private 
school will lead to a failure of self- location (like that of the child 
Sara described earlier, who wanted to travel in a private plane “like 
everybody else”).19

Similarly, Kevin told me that he liked the idea of keeping his son 
in public school. He wanted the son not to live in an “elitist” “narrow 
world,” by which he meant one in which “you only know a certain 
kind of people. Who are all complaining about their designers and 
their nannies.” Donovan’s children had attended a suburban magnet 
school. He told me, “I love the fact that not only have my kids gone 
to public school, but they’ve gone to a public school that’s not, in 
fact, in an affluent community. So they’ve been exposed to a much 
broader spectrum of kids than they would’ve even within our own 
public school system [in the suburb where they lived], and certainly 
compared to private schools.” Miranda said of one private school 
she was thinking about, “My fear is that the kids might seem a little 
more entitled . . . and there’s no, like, community service part of the 
school at all.”

Despite their conflicts,20 most of these parents still sent their chil-
dren to private school, especially after elementary school, choosing 
expansion of opportunities and individual selfhood over exposure 
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to a diversity of social others. Nicholas told me, “I never would have 
thought that I was going to send my kids to private school when I 
was [younger]. Just like, ‘No way.’ ” But, he continued, “It’s so much 
easier when you’re 20 years old and indignant to take a stance than 
[later], when you’re like, ‘Oh, sure, it’s my child. Let’s make him a 
guinea pig.’ Like, ‘Let’s not give him what we can afford to give him,’ 
I guess.” One African American mother had been involved in found-
ing a charter school in her neighborhood, but after one year she had 
placed her own children in private school because her husband did 
not want them to be an “experiment.” Even Kevin told me at the 
end of our interview that he was thinking about moving his son to 
private school, despite his concerns about the “narrow world” there, 
because the child seemed less happy in his public- school classroom 
than he had been previously. Kevin said, “I think I’ve allowed to 
enter my imagination more than I ever would have before the possi-
bility of, well, maybe there is a school that he would be happier at.”

Many of these parents identify something specific in their chil-
dren that seems to require choosing private education. Most often 
this is a fear that the children will be bored in public school. Linda 
told me, of her decision to send her son to private school, that it 
“seemed really like the right place for him.” When I asked why, she 
responded, “Just because he’s like this kind of weird dude. I mean, 
he taught himself how to read when he was really young, and he 
loves learning and he wanted to learn. . . . [In the public school] he 
would just be in the corner bored out of his mind, I think.” Beatrice 
described her son as “a super- duper high- energy kid who teaches 
himself a lot of stuff. He doesn’t actually need a teacher to teach him 
very much. And when he’s not learning stuff he’s running all over the 
place and jumping on things, and I can just see the situation where 
he’s bored and he’s, like, crawling the walls. It’s that combination 
of being very smart and very active that I think is going to be real 
trouble in a situation of 28 to 1 [the student- teacher ratio in the local 
public school].”

It is not private school for its own sake but rather the brilliance 
or restlessness or some other personality trait of a child that forces 
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these parents to choose private school. This process, which Allison 
Pugh calls “the luxury of difference,” “perform[s] a certain magic for 
upper- income parents by producing urgent needs.”21 The close- to- 
home need of the child takes priority over the more abstract goal of 
supporting the public school system, though many of these parents 
still struggled over the decision— and sometimes, as I have argued, 
saw struggle itself as morally worthy. Eliana called herself “a public- 
school believer” and thought it was “selfish” that “my child should 
have all the advantages. . . . What’s special about my kid?” She felt 
bad about “using all my privilege to the advantage of my one [child].” 
But her daughter was not being challenged in her public school. 
Though Eliana spent a year soul- searching about it, she ultimately 
placed her daughter in a private school.

Typically, though not exclusively, those most concerned about 
these issues had liberal politics and were downward- oriented. Their 
position was summed up by Robert, the real estate broker men-
tioned earlier, who worked with wealthy progressives. He said, “My 
niche would rather buy [a home] in a bad neighborhood, because 
they want to show their kids a good example. And they want their 
kids to have everyday good examples of people, and people’s life-
styles, and [to know] that ‘not everybody has as much as we do.’ 
But their kids will go to the private schools.” As Robert’s comment 
suggests, although these parents want to set a “good example” for 
their kids by exposing them to those with less, they are not willing 
to give up the advantages of private education.

Some parents— mainly those with less liberal politics and/
or less upward mobility, who tended to be upward- oriented— 
were not morally conflicted about putting their children in pri-
vate school. These parents tended to see the advantages of private 
school as outweighing those of public school so obviously that 
public school would never be an option. Some of them had even 
chosen to enroll their kids in private or boarding schools despite 
ostensibly having moved to the suburbs because the schools were 
better there.22 Yet some lamented that they felt they had to choose 
private schools, precisely because of issues of exposure to diversity. 
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One African American mother said of her daughter, who attended 
private school:

Sometimes I worry that— it’s just such a bubble. I mean, for a 
time in my life, I was going from [her upscale midtown office 
building] to [the private school]. And it was just like, “This is not 
real.” Even for New York City. This is not real. And I think it’s a 
disadvantage for her, in a sense. Not to have true diversity in her 
life. And it’s kind of a bummer, that the trade- off had to be made, 
between wanting a certain approach to academics and learning 
and curriculum and all that, and feeling so strongly that, like, 
they have to run around. I don’t want gym [only] once or twice 
a week. And they need to have art. And they need to have music. 
Like, it’s fundamental. But it’s a compromise.

Parents choosing private- school education did care very much 
about which private school the child went to. Partly they wanted to 
make sure the institution was a good fit with the child’s interests and 
aptitudes and with the parents’ educational philosophy. But they 
also cared about the diversity and “culture” of the school, nearly 
always stating a preference for a less “entitled” environment. Ni-
cole, for example, had rejected one private school she called “elite.” 
She told me the community at the school her daughter had ended 
up at would “look down on” wealthy people “who have a sense of 
entitlement.” Grace planned on private school for her kids, but, she 
said, “I want to be really careful. You know, that the school doesn’t 
have this type of [entitled] feel.” Helen said approvingly of her kids’ 
private school: “It feels like a public school. Because it’s got a lot of 
diversity.”

These parents also cared about avoiding materialism. As we have 
seen, Maya told me that this issue was paramount in her choice of 
private school. She said: “Most importantly, we don’t want our chil-
dren to grow up in an environment where that’s what their friends 
think is important, having Ferragamo shoes and Juicy Couture 
clothes. And that’s a really big piece.” Rebecca hoped to send her 
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daughter to private school if she could afford it. “But it has to be 
some kind of alternative situation, where I’m not, like, contending 
with [her daughter] needing to get a Birkin bag for her sixteenth 
birthday.”

Parents of color were more concerned than white parents about 
having other children of color in their children’s lives, as I have 
noted, but they expressed fewer conflicts about sending kids to pri-
vate school. As one progressive African American parent with kids in 
private school said, “I could manufacture a conflict about it . . . but at 
this moment I don’t feel conflicted about their education.” The one 
exception in all my interviews to the negative usage of the word “en-
titlement” I heard came from an African American woman. She said, 
of white students at her Ivy League college, in contrast to herself (a 
product of urban public schools): “They were just so much more 
confident. They were able to talk to professors, and demand more, 
kind of. They had this greater sense of entitlement. And in— not in 
a bad way.” This was a feeling she hoped her children would have.23

These parents were especially attuned to class as well as race 
dynamics in the schools, saying that socioeconomic status was some-
times more salient than race. Another African American mother 
told me, “The difference between black and white isn’t as big as the 
socioeconomic difference between the kids who don’t have money 
and the kids who do.” She distinguished between kids whose fami-
lies vacationed often, had summer homes, and “have money on the 
weekends to go have sushi and go see a movie” and those who did 
not. Her child was in the first category. Yet this mother and others 
also said that people in these private- school environments some-
times assumed that their kids were poor or on financial aid simply 
because they were African American.

Paid and Unpaid Work for Children

A final site of contention related to exposure and environment, 
which also manifested tensions around labor and consumption, was 
the issue of paid work for older children. As we have seen, some 
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parents insisted that their kids do chores at home, and nearly all 
frowned on the idea of idleness. They said they wanted their kids to 
“do something” over vacation periods; Talia, for example, told me 
she would not want her kids to “waste time” in the summers when 
they were older, as she had. This stance supported respondents’ al-
lusions to hard work in general as a form of legitimation.

Parents varied, however, on whether they would require chil-
dren to work for money when they were in high school or college. 
Asked whether her kids would work for pay when they were older, 
Lucy said, “Oh yeah, absolutely. That’s pretty critical. That’s pretty 
core, I would say, to us.” As we have seen, Grace described feeling 
a “pride” in having worked for money and supported herself prior 
to her marriage to a wealthy inheritor. She said of that pride, “It’s 
something that I think about for my children, that I want to instill. 
I’m like [intoning robotically], ‘My children will work in the sum-
mer. My children will work in the summer.’ ”

Justin unequivocally saw paid work as a necessary experience. 
He said: “I had all sorts of odd jobs when I was a kid. Everything. 
Because I didn’t have any money. If I wanted a toy, or a football or 
something, I would buy it. My parents wouldn’t buy it for me. They 
couldn’t. So I had every single job. Ditch- digging, trees. Worked in 
the florist, worked in a restaurant. Painting, golf caddy. Every type of 
job. I’m gonna tell my kids, ‘You have to have a job. You have to have 
a shit job, like at a restaurant, or something— you know, where it’s 
not fun.’” Justin saw the “shit job” as character- building; he similarly 
wanted his kids to play sports in school so they would get “yelled at” 
and “humiliated.” He said, “It doesn’t feel good when you’re hearing 
it. But if you don’t hear that until you’re, like, 25, then you’re shat-
tered.” Justin thus sees paid work, like sports, as crucial in terms of 
creating self- sufficient, not- entitled young adults.

More often, my respondents were conflicted about whether the 
constraint that kids would experience if they had to work was a more 
important form of cultivation than the expansion of opportunities 
and selfhood that might come from other activities. (This dilemma 
is analogous in some ways to their ambivalence over limiting kids’ 
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consumption.) Nadine and Kate had a running debate about pre-
cisely this issue, partly due to their different class backgrounds. Na-
dine, who came from a family with wealth, said:

Do I want my kid to spend the summer, like, researching harbor 
seals in Alaska and, you know, getting her groove off, or do I 
want her to work in a greasy spoon? You know? I think they’re 
tough questions. Yes, you want them to learn, like, the value of 
work, and getting paid for it, and all that stuff. And I don’t want 
my kids to be entitled. I don’t want them to be, like, silver spoon. 
But I also feel like life affords a lot of really exciting opportunities. 
And if you have money for any reason, it’s for enriching your life 
and your kid’s life, and making things happier. And giving back 
to the world.

Kate, who had grown up middle- class, was more inclined toward 
the position that her children should work. Referring to the “crappy 
jobs” she herself had held, she said, “But nevertheless, there was 
some value to it, there was some value to recognizing this is what 
you have to do and you get a paycheck and that’s the money you have 
and then you budget it.” She was “ambivalent” about paying her kids’ 
college expenses. She said, “I’m like, maybe we shouldn’t even plan 
that way. Maybe we should factor in that they’re going to need to take 
some loans and work because there’s no reason for that. There’s no 
reason they can’t. Then again, I worked in the library in college, and 
I remember I spent time doing that, and maybe I could have been 
doing something else. I could have been, I don’t know, saving the 
world, and, I don’t know. I could have been doing something more 
enriching overall than filing books. You know?”

Nicole had worked when she was in high school, primarily in retail 
and food service, despite her parents’ affluence. Her response to my 
asking whether her kids would work shows explicitly that paid work 
is valuable primarily because it cultivates the self of the child. She 
said, “I’m very grateful that I had all of that kind of  experience. . . . If 
you  haven’t served the people, in some capacity, whether it be retail 
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or food, I think you’ve missed out. I think people should go through 
that experience.” I asked, “Missed out on what?” She responded, 
“Just, like, a basic work ethic. You’re not above scrubbing the floor. 
Like, nobody is. I think it’s very, very valuable to have an entry- level 
job. To do the things that I assume someday you’re going to be ex-
pecting other people to do.” For Nicole, working teaches a child that 
she is not “above” doing certain kinds of work— even though she will 
never actually need to do this work later in life. The lesson is about 
humility and empathy for others who will ultimately be serving her.

Nicole continued, “So, in answer to your question, I would be 
a fan of it, if we could fit it into the schedule, and if they weren’t 
giving up something important.” While the lesson work teaches is 
desirable, she indicated, it is not critical. More “important” than paid 
work, of course, was likely to be schoolwork. Asked whether her 
kids would work, Alexis said, “Well, that’s the thing. I think educa-
tion’s important, so I don’t want education to be sacrificed. I want 
them to have time to do their [school]work, and study.” But, she 
continued, “I think having a job is good,” and she described having 
been a camp counselor herself. Ultimately she would want her kids 
to have “some sort of job. Something that makes sense. Something 
that teaches a lesson, without kind of being over the top [in terms of 
the] amount of time and energy they’re putting into it.” Like Nicole, 
Alexis wants her children to get the lesson about paid work without 
giving up the more significant work of studying.

Several parents of older children similarly said they saw home-
work as their children’s “job.” This is not surprising because, as chil-
dren get older, these issues become less hypothetical and parents 
become more concerned with conventional forms of advancement, 
such as college admission, in a competitive environment. Indeed, 
only parents with children under 10 said their kids would work for 
money, and to my knowledge none of the children in the six house-
holds with high- school- age children actually had jobs. Miriam, 
whose children were quite young, said, “I would like for them to 
have to have summer jobs starting at a certain age, but I don’t even 
know if that’s realistic anymore. It seems crazy to say, but, you know 
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what I mean, everyone’s like spending all summer enriching their 
kids. And I’m like, ‘Well, I think you should go scoop ice cream and 
earn some money, because if you want to buy some clothes for the 
fall . . . ,’ you know what I’m saying? But, like, am I really going to 
do that? I don’t know.”

In articulating these concerns, parents sometimes invoked future 
risk, arguing that their children needed to know how to work hard 
because they could not necessarily depend on family money. For 
example, Marie said, speaking of herself and her husband,

We had this conversation with our older daughter, who seems 
to think we’re millionaires— billionaires. And so [her husband] 
said, you know, “The reality of it is, we could probably give you 
everything you want. We’re not going to.” . . . So we can give 
you everything you want now. But when you become an adult, 
we can’t afford for you to be a screw- up. We don’t have the kind 
of generational wealth that can support that. So at some point, 
you’ve got to stand on your own and figure it out. So why you 
don’t get everything is because we can’t support that, later down 
the road. You’ve got to be able to figure out strategies and ways 
to deal with it.

(Notably, Marie changes the word “millionaires” to “billionaires,” 
perhaps because she realizes that she and her husband are million-
aires.) Other parents also emphasized that it is especially important 
for their kids to have skills in order to navigate the unpredictable 
future.

Often, however, this risk was almost entirely hypothetical. Olivia 
told me, “I don’t want my kids, actually, to be in a position where 
their whole self- worth, and their whole identity, and their capacity 
to function, is connected to what they have. ’Cause it can go away. 
You know? I mean, it can— things happen. And you want capacities 
that  aren’t attached to that.” She described an imaginary scenario 
in which the family lost all its money, saying “I could go out there 
and work hard.” She said she could work again as a social worker, 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 2:27 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Pa r enting Pr i v ilege | 227

or “go work at Starbucks. I have worked at Starbucks before. I can 
do it again.” For this reason, she said she would be “much more 
comfortable with” her children’s having real marketable skills rather 
than being, for example, conceptual artists. Yet in the end she said 
that this possibility was remote. I asked if she cared about these 
skills “because of this issue of risk? I mean, if it all went away? Or 
because there’s something you think is morally better about that?” 
She responded, “I think it’s a moral issue. Yeah, I do think it is a 
moral— because I think the risk is fairly minor.”

So having a strong work ethic and marketable abilities is not 
only a hedge against risk; it also helps make children better people. 
Indeed, passing down this discourse of risk helps constitute chil-
dren’s legitimate dispositions in three ways. First, as Olivia’s account 
shows, it teaches children that having a work ethic is part of being 
a morally worthy person. Second, it teaches children to feel at risk, 
which is another way not to feel entitled (as I argued in chapter 2 
about adults). And third, it helps parents and children feel that they 
don’t really need their privilege, that they could survive without it, 
which also distances them from being “entitled.”

T H E  N O T-  E N T I T L E D  E N T I T L E D  S E L F

As I’ve shown, in their efforts to raise “good people” who are not 
“entitled,” affluent parents employ strategies of constraint (on be-
havior and consumption) and exposure (to social others of various 
kinds). Presumably, of course, most parents want their kids to be 
moral actors, and, at least in the United States, entitlement is broadly 
seen as negative and undesirable in both children and adults. Parents 
across the socioeconomic spectrum also try to constrain their chil-
dren’s sense of entitlement and think about what kinds of influences 
their kids are exposed to. But some of these strategies are specific 
to affluent and wealthy parents. Such parents, as Pugh has shown, 
are especially prone to using “ ‘symbolic deprivation’ ” in the context 
of having significant resources.24 These parents, unlike those with 
more limited means, must also offer their children narratives about 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 2:27 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



228 |  Ch a pter 6

the high levels of consumption they ultimately do enjoy. Practices 
of intentional exposure to those with less are presumably more con-
fined to these parents as well.

In these families, constraint and exposure also stand in tension 
with expansion, or, to pick up Kate and Nadine’s word, “enrichment”: 
the imperative to amplify children’s experience and develop their 
potential. In the end, of course, expansion mostly wins. In terms of 
consumption, what is taken away from these children is at the mar-
gins, and what is required of them is relatively minimal. They live 
in spacious homes, usually with their own rooms (and often bath-
rooms). They play music and sports and travel internationally. They 
receive significant customized attention from paid workers including 
tutors, teachers, and therapists of many varieties. And their parents 
spend significantly on the “pathway consumption” that ensures their 
advantaged futures.25 In terms of exposure, parents try to help their 
children situate themselves in relation to others with less, but only 
inasmuch as such exposure does not interfere with their getting a 
wide range of life experiences and the best schooling for their indi-
vidual needs. They are told how “normal” others live and encouraged 
to appreciate their own advantages, but those advantages are very 
rarely curtailed.

Instead of limiting material entitlements, these parents are giving 
their children a “sense of their place.”26 In showing their children 
what is “ ‘normal’ ” for others, these parents implicitly delineate an-
other kind of normal for themselves. And, as they help their kids 
locate themselves in the world, these practices and discourses cul-
tivate their children to be capable of inhabiting that space appro-
priately, in a behavioral and emotional sense. Having a good work 
ethic, being a nice person, and knowing how to navigate difference 
are useful skills, so fostering these traits is a form of giving children 
the tools to survive in an uncertain world. But, I have argued, this 
cultivation also produces a particular set of dispositions, a habitus 
that helps them occupy their social advantages with moderation, 
appreciation, effort, and reciprocity. As Donovan said, about his 
children’s education around money, “I do think that I’ve done the 
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most important things. Which is modeling behavior for them, again 
about appropriateness, about being grateful for what you have, about 
recognizing that it can in fact disappear fairly easily if it’s not handled 
prudently.” Affluent parents want their kids to see that they have 
more than  others but not to feel that they are better than others. 
They try to pass down the sense of obligation they feel to make them-
selves worthy of their privilege. And, as they produce good people, 
parents also become good people.
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CONCLUSION

In November 2016, James B. Stewart wrote a New York Times col-
umn in which he tried to pin down the net worth of British writer 
J. K. Rowling, author of the fantastically successful Harry Potter 
series.1 In the piece he attributes his interest in her assets to the 
fact that she is “that all- too- rare commodity in the ranks of the ul-
trawealthy— a role model.” He continues, “Not only has she made 
her fortune largely through her own wits and imagination, but she 
also pays taxes and gives generously to charity. At a time of bitter 
disputes over rising income inequality, no one seems to resent Ms. 
Rowling’s runaway success.” What struck me about this piece, first, 
is that Stewart invokes two of the characteristics of the good wealthy 
person that I have described: Rowling is hard- working, as indicated 
by her upward mobility, and she gives back liberally.2 He doesn’t 
mention her lifestyle, but a 2006 Daily Mail article describes her 
relatively moderate consumption as “a valuable and uplifting coun-
terpoint to the circus of pointless and continuous spending” of other 
celebrities, and it seems unlikely that Stewart would think she was 
such a role model if she were perceived as an ostentatious consumer.3

Even more notable is Stewart’s claim that “no one seems to re-
sent” Rowling’s success, despite widespread critiques of extreme 
economic inequality, because she acquired her fortune meritori-
ously and uses it to help others. The implication is that if she had 
inherited her money or otherwise obtained it without working, and 
if she were not generous with it, she would be resented— perhaps 
rightly so. Instead, because she is deserving, she is not part of the 
problem of increasing inequality. It is precisely this connection, 
between how affluent people inhabit their wealth and how they 
are seen and see themselves as legitimately entitled to it, that I have 
explored in this book.

My conversations with affluent New York parents reveal the 
challenges of managing privilege in a society that prides itself on 
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egalitarianism and meritocracy at a historical moment of extreme 
and increasingly visible inequality. Some people, especially those 
who were downward- oriented, spoke more openly with me than 
others about feeling uncomfortable with their privilege and perhaps 
felt it more intensely. But all the people I talked with signaled dis-
comfort. They struggle, with others and with themselves, to define 
their own entitlements and obligations and those of their partners 
and children. These struggles engage a broad range of objects and 
experiences, from sofas to schools, handbags to houses, vacuum 
cleaners to vacations.

I have argued that as they grapple with these questions, these 
New Yorkers are trying to see themselves as “good people” by cul-
tivating particular practices and affects. Good people work hard. 
They live prudently, within their means. Their lifestyles are focused 
on their families and on meeting needs they construe as basic and 
reasonable. Self- indulgent purchases are exceptional “treats” that 
they could live without. They “give back” through work, philan-
thropy, volunteering, and everyday practices of generosity to others. 
They don’t brag or show off, and they treat other people respect-
fully regardless of social differences, but they maintain an internal 
awareness of and appreciation for their advantages. And they raise 
children who will not feel or act “entitled.” Whether or not my in-
terviewees actually adhere consistently to the imperatives of good 
personhood they describe (an issue I discuss in the appendix), the 
fact that they work so hard to interpret themselves as doing so is key 
to understanding how inequality is legitimated.

C U LT U R A L  L E G I T I M AT I O N  
A N D  I N D I V I D U A L  J U D G M E N T

My findings illuminate a real cultural ambivalence about privilege in 
the United States. Confusing representations of wealthy people pro-
liferate, invoking both aspiration to and judgment of high- end con-
sumption. These images sit uncomfortably next to social norms of not 
talking generally about social class and specifically about one’s own 
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advantages over others. Despite the ideological prominence of the 
American Dream and the assumption that pursuing wealth is unequiv-
ocally desirable, having wealth is not simple and straightforward.

The accounts of my respondents clearly show that there are right 
and wrong ways to inhabit wealth, what I call a cultural logic of le-
gitimate entitlement. This logic is not limited to the people I spoke 
with. It resonates precisely because it constitutes common sense 
more broadly. It means, first, working hard, consuming prudently, 
and giving back; second, being both aware of and modest about 
privilege; and third, not feeling as if one deserves more than others. 
This logic draws fundamentally on the symbolism of the morally 
worthy middle class. The most visible elite lifestyles— those of “real” 
housewives or wolves of Wall Street— are widely seen as over the 
top, unnecessary and thus worthy of critique. In contrast, in their 
appeals to ordinariness, my respondents move to occupy the cultural 
legitimacy of the middle class. They want to be in the middle, not in 
a distributional sense but rather in the affective sense of having the 
habits and desires of the middle class. As long as the wealthy can dis-
tance themselves from images of “bad” rich people, their entitlement 
is acceptable. In fact, it is almost as if they are not rich.

It is especially striking that the middle is symbolically available 
to everyone, even if they have $50 million and are thus actually at 
the tippy- top of the income distribution, as long as they can claim a 
particular kind of disposition and lifestyle. This availability matters 
because it forms part of the normalization of affluence, the larger 
cultural process by which the top comes to seem like the middle. If 
people at the top are those who buy $20 million houses in the Hamp-
tons, those in the middle can be the people who earn $2 million per 
year and have $5 million in assets. This normalization of affluence 
is also visible in U.S. popular culture, in which lifestyles that would 
actually be quite expensive (including spacious homes, domestic 
employees, family vacations, and fashionable clothing) appear in 
ostensibly “middle- class” settings on television and in the movies.4 
Certain kinds of consumption thus come to seem “normal” in gen-
eral, as they do to my respondents. The wealth that supports these 
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“reasonable” lifestyles is made harder to see and thus to critique. At 
the same time, the actual middle class and the poor disappear from 
public view.

As I have argued, legitimate entitlement is based on individual 
moral worth, established through particular modes of sentiment, 
disposition, and behavior. It’s about what people do and how they 
feel, not what they have. It is therefore located in moral judgments 
of the behavior and affect of individuals rather than of distributions 
of resources. As we judge rich people for consuming well or badly, 
working hard or being lazy, giving money away or keeping it, we cre-
ate distinctions that legitimate the system. Even negative judgments 
of individual behavior reproduce the logic of legitimate entitlement, 
because to say someone is inhabiting privilege incorrectly is also to 
say that it is possible to inhabit it correctly. This focus on distinctions 
among individuals draws attention away from institutions and social 
processes such as the systematic unequal distribution of resources.

Yet social structures and institutions do shape the possibilities 
of wealthy people— as they do those of all people— in crucial ways. 
On the one hand, economic privilege is itself anchored in labor mar-
kets that offer extremely high rewards for particular forms of labor 
and low rewards for others, and also in labor law that disadvan-
tages workers relative to employers. Elites accrue cultural capital 
and networks, which are useful in entering those same high- paying 
labor markets, in particular social and educational environments. 
Economic advantage further rests on tax policies that favor holders 
of economic capital and higher earners relative to lower ones, as 
well as those who want to bequeath wealth to their children. White 
wealthy people, the vast majority of the privileged, also benefit from 
individual and institutional racism and white privilege.

On the other hand, the sense of risk that many of the people I 
talked with feel is also a product of particular institutional arrange-
ments. High earners often face unstable employment conditions 
and fluctuating incomes. The lack of significant state support for 
education, housing, heath care, and retirement makes individuals 
responsible for their own security.5 Crucially, such conditions both 
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drive the fears of the wealthy and result from their actions. Those 
who work in finance and related industries contribute to the same 
volatile markets that make them nervous about their own economic 
situations. Wealthy people often advocate policies, such as lower 
taxation, that weaken the state and hence increase individuals’ re-
sponsibility for their own welfare. Although in the short term such 
measures seem rational, as they allow rich people to keep more 
of their money, in the long term they create a system that spawns 
 anxieties among the wealthy themselves.

Scholars and activists have long pointed out that people often 
interpret structural problems— in this case, a radically unequal dis-
tribution of resources— as individual ones.6 It is common, for ex-
ample, to blame poor people for their own poverty, suggesting that 
they do not work hard enough or are otherwise morally deficient 
when in fact they face structural disadvantages in educational and 
legal institutions as well as in labor markets. People who struggle 
economically are also apt to blame themselves rather than the system 
for their failure to advance.7 The wealthy people I talked with vary 
in how much they explain their social position solely with reference 
to hard work and other individual attributes. But they manage their 
discomfort with privilege by turning inward, toward managing affect 
and behavior, rather than outward, toward social structure and dis-
tribution. Of course, trying to be worthy of privilege at the top of 
the income distribution is not the same as blaming oneself or being 
blamed for economic struggle at the bottom. But the failure to con-
nect what C. Wright Mills called “personal troubles of milieu,” by 
which he meant problems of individuals in their immediate social 
environments, to “public issues of social structure” is the same.8 To 
put it more succinctly: the personal is political.

W H AT  I S  T O  B E  D O N E ?

Despite their discomfort with their wealth, the people I interviewed 
never ratchet down their spending or change their lifestyles signifi-
cantly. In fact, the opposite is true. As they get older, they spend 
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more and more on dresses, sofas, or homes, in the process Beatrice 
described as “luxury creep.” They gain practice carrying out large 
consumption projects such as renovations and become comfortable 
spending the amounts of money required for these. They continue 
or begin to employ housekeepers, nannies, designers, architects, 
personal shoppers, personal assistants, personal trainers, tutors, 
and therapists, among others. As their children get older, parents 
turn away from the possibility of giving them sustained exposure 
to difference or paid work in order to give them other kinds of op-
portunities. Even those who have been most uncomfortable with 
affluent lifestyles grow accustomed to their advantages. Their social 
networks often become more homogenous as they come to consist 
largely of other private- school parents or their affluent neighbors. 
Yet, at the same time, these affluent New Yorkers consolidate their 
deserving identities. They see themselves as retaining the “mindset” 
and affect of hard workers and reasonable consumers, even though 
they may not work for pay, and even as their consumption spirals 
upward. Those who have had deep misgivings about their privilege 
come to frame such qualms as “unproductive” and allow them to 
fade into the background.

But what else could they do? Would it matter if they consumed 
less? If they “gave back” more? Or if they “gave up” something of 
more substance? A few of my interviewees thought so, as we saw in 
chapter 4. But many did not see taking meaningful action as possible. 
Even those who worried about inequality were not willing to sacri-
fice individual advantage for a slim shot at improving the collective 
good, for example by putting their children in public school. Yet 
maybe if there were clearer ways to attach some of this ambivalence 
to alternative political ideas or practices, these people would sup-
port them. Of course, as we have seen, most weren’t interested in 
changing the system, despite the conflicts they felt.

However, I think the larger political task highlighted by these 
findings has less to do with prescribing how wealthy people should 
act and more to do with deconstructing this logic of legitimate priv-
ilege, which focuses on individual actions and measures behavior 
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and feeling, not distribution, with a moral yardstick. What would 
happen if we stopped distinguishing between individual good and 
bad rich people and engaged questions about a more egalitarian 
distribution of material and experiential resources? What would it 
mean, for example, to say that we should be critical of the fact that 
J. K. Rowling is a billionaire— regardless of how she came by her 
fortune, how she spends it, or whether she gives it away— just on 
the basis of the idea that such wealth is inseparable from extreme 
inequality, which is both pernicious to society and itself immoral?

To some extent recent public discourses critical of inequality 
emerging from the Occupy movement, the Fight for Fifteen strug-
gle for a $15 minimum wage, and the Bernie Sanders presidential 
campaign have raised exactly these questions. As we have seen, 
the people I talked with sometimes responded quite negatively to 
these critiques, interpreting them as personal judgments, as when 
high earners reacted defensively after President Obama advocated 
repealing high- wage tax cuts. But this tendency to feel personally 
affronted by public criticism of inequality also has to do with exactly 
the same process of attaching entitlement to individual merit. That is 
to say, to believe that J. K. Rowling should not have a billion dollars 
when other people have nothing is not to suggest she is a bad person 
for having the billion dollars. The distribution of the assets is the 
problem, not the individual behavior, disposition, or feelings— or 
any other characteristic— of the person holding the assets. If it were 
possible to separate critiques of inequality from those of individual 
behavior, wealthy people might not take such critiques so personally.

To divorce questions of distribution from those of individual 
merit does not mean separating them from moral criteria, of course. 
A more egalitarian distribution of resources across communities (na-
tional or otherwise) can be defended as a morally better form of 
social organization because it benefits more people and, ultimately, 
society as a whole. But advancing such a perspective is still no easy 
task. Wealthy people tend to resist giving up their short- term ad-
vantages, and their outsize political and media power means that 
they disproportionately control both the terms and the outcomes of 
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the debates on these issues. Perhaps more important, the idea that 
people deserve resources based on individual moral affect and action 
is broadly taken for granted in the United States across the gamut of 
political opinion or economic position. Nonetheless, to raise issues 
of distributional justice means to challenge the legitimacy of distinc-
tions among individuals based on moral worth, as much at the top 
of the income scale as at the bottom.
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M E T H O D O L O G I C A L  A P P E N D I X

MONEY TALKS

This book is the result of the most difficult research project I have 
ever worked on. To take just the most extreme example: I found 
interviewing and writing about affluent people, most of whom live 
within ten miles of my home, more challenging than interviewing 
and writing about Chilean fishing industry workers who lived in 
remote areas, with unpredictable schedules, in Spanish, when I was 
22 years old and working almost entirely on my own. This project 
was not only logistically complicated and time- consuming but also 
emotionally draining and anxiety- producing, as I have struggled 
with questions of research design, access, analysis, and ethics.

There are undoubtedly many reasons that I found this research so 
challenging. But a central one is that many of the taken- for- granted 
ideas and discourses about wealth and wealthy people that I have 
tried to deconstruct in this book also affected my capacity to collect 
and analyze evidence. First, I was myself subject to many of those 
ideas (recall the old saw about fish not being able to see the water 
they swim in). For example, I, like many others, intuitively imagined 
“real” rich people as only the super-rich. Also like many others, I 
was inclined to think of professionals earning $500,000 as “upper- 
middle- class.” I now see this as a function of some of the cultural 
tendencies I have identified here, such as the attachment of “middle-
ness” to certain kinds of lifestyles, especially in contexts like New 
York, where life is expensive and the super-wealthy abound. I have 
also felt constrained by the same logics of moral judgment that I 
have tried to illuminate. It has been challenging to interpret what my 
interviewees were saying while retaining some kind of consciousness 
of my own affective and normative responses to them.
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Second, the delicacy and privacy of the subject matter also af-
fected my methodological practice. Social silences about money 
and class made it hard to find people to talk with as well as to bring 
up these sensitive issues in these conversations. It was difficult to 
know how participants might read my class position and how those 
readings might influence how they talked with me. In the writing, 
I have struggled with how to most effectively maintain confidenti-
ality, which I also feel more concerned about breaching than I have 
in previous projects, given the intimate nature of these questions of 
money and privilege.

In this appendix I offer a fairly standard account of the method-
ological choices I made, including more detail on the people I talked 
with, how I recruited them, and the mechanics of the interviews and 
analysis. But I also reflect on how the issues I have analyzed in the 
body of the book came into play.

R E S E A R C H  D E S I G N

I came to this project through both previous research and personal 
experience. In a previous study I had interviewed people who often 
stayed in luxury hotels, which had revealed ambivalent feelings 
about their entitlement to consume luxury service and in some cases 
about class entitlement more generally.1 Both the interviews and my 
ethnographic work in hotels had also illuminated a strong norm of 
reciprocity among guests, who felt that they had a moral responsi-
bility to treat workers well. Although I did not see it in these terms 
at the time, I would say now that these consumers wanted to be 
worthy of their entitlement to luxury service. I was also raised with 
class privilege, so I was familiar with these feelings both because I 
shared them and because I had seen them among family members 
and friends, especially those with liberal politics. So I was interested 
in investigating these affects and practices in more depth. Research I 
had conducted on the personal concierge and lifestyle management 
industry also raised questions about how people with the disposable 
income to hire this type of service provider understood the value of 
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aesthetic and reproductive labor.2 Therefore, exploring consump-
tion of goods and services seemed like one avenue into understand-
ing these experiences of privilege.

In- depth interviewing is the best method for investigating, in the 
words of Lamont and Swidler, “where people live imaginatively— 
morally but also in terms of their sense of identity— what allows them 
to experience themselves as good, valuable, worthwhile people.”3 As 
Allison Pugh points out, in- depth interviews also illuminate emo-
tions, including anxieties, in particular cultural and social contexts.4 
In- depth interviews were therefore the logical method to use to ex-
plore how respondents made lifestyle choices and how these choices 
were shaped by and connected to their feelings about privilege and 
entitlement. (Later I discuss some of the trade- offs of this approach.)

As noted in the introduction, I wanted to speak with privileged 
parents of relatively young children, expecting that they would be 
making important lifestyle decisions, possibly for the first time, par-
ticularly regarding where and how to live and how to care for and ed-
ucate their children. I imagined that younger people would be think-
ing less about long- term questions of lifestyle; they were also likely 
to have less money and hence fewer options. Older people seemed 
more likely to have made these decisions long before and not to be 
considering them so explicitly now. (This frame, of course, excludes 
people making alternative choices, who might not rely as heavily on 
“family” rhetorics of legitimation as these subjects ultimately did.)

One critical question, as I have noted, was how to define priv-
ileged people, given that privilege is relative. Because I thought it 
would be difficult to get people to talk with me and it would be im-
possible to sample on the basis of precise income or asset numbers, 
I wanted to be flexible. And I wanted to cast a somewhat broader 
net than is commonly used. The public focus on the top 1 percent 
had not emerged when I began this study in 2009, and in any case, 
as I explained in the introduction, I think this definition of privilege 
is too restrictive. I find it odd to suggest that anyone between the 
bottom 20 percent or so and the top 1 percent is somehow in the 
same group.5
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I decided to begin by looking for people with household incomes 
of $250,000, which was in the top 5 percent in 2010.6 I also chose 
this income criterion because it was the level over which the Obama 
administration was proposing to eliminate the Bush tax cuts. As such, 
it had acquired both symbolic and material significance. People often 
remark to me that “$250,000 is middle- class in New York.” This is 
empirically false, at least if we take the median as the middle, because 
the median income in New York City is about $52,000.7 Furthermore, 
the idea that $250,000 is middle- class assumes a level of legitimate 
need rather than investigating it. For example, a 2009 New York Times 
headline trumpeted, “You Try to Live on 500K in This Town.”8 The 
corresponding article took for granted that the hypothetical earner’s 
family’s “needs” included a Manhattan apartment, a summer home, 
two vacations a year, a nanny, a personal trainer, and private school. 
Designing research on needs on the basis of assumptions about needs 
seemed unwise to me. Additionally, as we have seen, wealthy people 
often assert that they are not “really” rich, pointing to even wealthier 
people. I did not want to build this justification into my sample. I also 
sought respondents with assets (not including home value) of over 
$1 million, which was an arbitrary decision. Ultimately, most of the 
people I talked with had income and wealth well above this level.

I believed that occupation, class background, political beliefs, 
gender, race, and sexual orientation were important potential 
sources of variation in how respondents would feel and talk about 
consumption and privilege. But adjudicating among the effects of 
these covarying characteristics would not be possible in a sample of 
this size. Ultimately I decided to make a virtue out of this messiness, 
sample for range, and look broadly at themes and variations that 
emerged in interviews. I focused primarily on obtaining variation 
in whether wealth was inherited or earned.

F I N D I N G  R E S P O N D E N T S

It is notoriously difficult to gain access to elites for research pur-
poses.9 Many qualitative studies of wealthy people identify subjects 
according to their affiliation with organizations such as schools, 
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exclusive clubs, or charitable groups.10 Such studies take this affilia-
tion as a proxy for wealth or affluence and seek subjects through this 
filter, which was not logical in my case. A few studies use random 
sampling within a previously defined population.11 Such sampling 
was not appropriate for a study as exploratory as mine, especially 
given the covariation of possible factors described above combined 
with my desire for in- depth conversation, and poses significant 
challenges in any case.12 I thus decided to use snowball sampling.13 
This choice sacrifices generalizability and representativity in favor 
of depth. However, my goal was not to make generalizable claims 
about all people in a certain income or wealth bracket but rather 
to explore the ways they talked about their lifestyle decisions and 
social positions, as explained in the introduction. Indeed, I was and 
remain more interested in mapping differences comparatively than 
in making broad claims about this very diverse population.

With the previously stated parameters in mind, I sought people 
to interview primarily through friends and colleagues who had at-
tended elite colleges or lived in affluent neighborhoods, asking them 
to give me the names of their friends or acquaintances. I initially 
said that I was looking to interview people who were making or had 
recently made major lifestyle decisions, including buying homes or 
choosing children’s schools. Because I imagined that potential par-
ticipants might not want to identify themselves as wealthy (a suppo-
sition ultimately borne out by the responses to the word “affluent,” 
as I discussed in chapter 1), I did not use this criterion explicitly 
with potential respondents, instead saying I sought “professional” 
families. The vagueness of what I was looking for, I think, made it 
hard for me to identify people to talk with, though I did conduct 
about twelve of the total fifty interviews in this phase.

I eventually realized that several of these people had carried out 
home renovations. I knew that home renovation was very com-
mon in New York and that it was a topic people are often eager 
to discuss. And from what I had already heard, I believed that this 
topic would raise the financial, aesthetic, and lifestyle issues I was 
interested in. Doing a major renovation also indicated that these 
people owned their homes and had significant disposable income. 
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I therefore shifted my focus to people doing renovations. Like any 
sampling frame, this approach excluded some possible respondents, 
notably renters and owners who had not renovated. On the positive 
side, using this frame allowed me to include people farther removed 
from my own network in the sample and possibly less similar to each 
other. That is, people I knew or had interviewed recommended oth-
ers they did not necessarily know very well, particularly their neigh-
bors, which meant I was not only tapping into their close networks.

As noted in the introduction, I also met a few people (ultimately 
seven in the core sample of fifty and all five of the noncore sample 
of unmarried people without children) via organizations that rep-
resent progressive wealthy people. (Such organizations include Pa-
triotic Millionaires, Resource Generation, Responsible Wealth, and 
Wealth for the Common Good, as well as foundations such as Astrea 
Lesbian Foundation for Justice, Bread & Roses Community Fund, 
Haymarket People’s Fund, and the North Star Fund.) I contacted 
staff of these organizations, who contacted possible respondents 
on my behalf. In one case, at the beginning of the project, the staff 
member chose particular people to approach and then gave me their 
names once they had agreed. In the other organization— which I 
contacted further into the project— the staff member sent an email I 
had composed to about forty- five members. (I asked him if I should 
use specific numbers for assets and income, and he responded, “I 
think numbers are good . . . otherwise people think ‘I’m not wealthy’ 
or ‘I’m not upper income.’ I see it all the time.” Later I realized that 
this response anticipated my claim that many affluent people do not 
want to characterize themselves as such.) Only five people contacted 
me expressing interest, of whom I ultimately interviewed four.

In general, even after changing the topical focus of the inter-
views to renovation, I had trouble finding people willing to talk with 
me, despite the promised confidentiality of their responses. Some 
friends, colleagues, and acquaintances asked others who refused. 
One or two who were in these categories told me that they them-
selves wouldn’t want to do it if I had asked them. Some people who 
had said they would participate did not respond to repeated emails. 
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One woman who had initially agreed to participate told me she was 
“swamped” with her kids and therefore too busy, when it turned 
out that the kids were at summer camp. A few people I contacted 
through the progressive groups eventually stopped responding to 
my emails, even though they had agreed to be interviewed. Even 
more notable was the lack of snowballing after interviews. People 
I had interviewed who said they would find friends for me to talk 
with either failed to respond to my follow- up emails or told me the 
people they’d asked didn’t want to do it. A few women said their 
husbands would be happy to talk with me, but when I followed up 
they told me their husbands had refused.

These overt and implicit refusals seemed at least partly related to 
the fact that affluence and money were topics of the interview. I sus-
pect that the interviewees realized that recruiting other participants 
would mean that they would have to talk to their peers or friends 
about money themselves and admit that they had talked about it 
with me. Occasionally this suspicion was confirmed explicitly. For 
example, a colleague offered to connect me to a family member who 
worked in finance but later rescinded the offer, saying that she felt 
“protective” of him, given the subject matter. Two potential inter-
view subjects, both women, said they didn’t want to talk with me 
because the money issues in their lives were too “private” for their 
husbands (echoing what female respondents I did talk with said 
about their own husbands).

I N C O M E  A N D  A S S E T S

I have described the sample in the introduction, including both the 
“core” sample of fifty and the “noncore” sample of five people with-
out children, who were also either younger or older than the core 
respondents. Here I offer more of a breakdown of their financial 
situations. I have estimated their total assets given what they told me 
about their income, savings and investments, spending, and debt, 
including mortgages— and, in a few cases, based on likely earnings in 
their occupations. I used public records on housing prices to confirm 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 2:27 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



246 |  M ethodologica l A ppen di x

what respondents told me about their housing costs. I did not use 
a consistent instrument for asking about financial information, al-
though I should have (another way in which I allowed discomfort 
with talking about money to affect my practice). In the best cases 
I was able to ask specific questions about income, assets, debt, and 
monthly spending, as well as about home values, and I believed 
that the respondents knew the answers to those questions. In those 
cases, I am relatively confident that I have a good sense of these 
people’s finances. But in other cases I do not have comprehensive 
information. This might be because I did not ask, they would not 
tell me, or— most often— they said they did not know. Many of my 
respondents were able to tell me their earned income but not their 
assets. People from families with wealth have often not inherited 
the assets they will receive upon the deaths of their parents or other 
family members. Calculating income for earners with significant 
assets invested in their businesses is difficult. For example, one re-
spondent’s husband had foregone his salary in changing his private 
equity business, but he had also recently received a windfall payment 
of over $5 million. As I have noted, respondents seemed very likely 
to underreport their assets, and I have also been more comfortable 
estimating them conservatively. So I believe I have probably under-
estimated these numbers.

In order to avoid reporting data I am not sure about, I have clas-
sified respondents by the primary types of assets they talked about 
living on— earned income or accumulated assets, usually inherited. 
Three respondents in the sample claimed that their households had 
over $5 million in earned income annually; three earned over $3 
million; six had over $2 million; and three more earned over $1 mil-
lion. These are minimum numbers, as in several cases I am sure 
my respondents were underestimating their incomes and/or not 
including capital gains income. These fifteen households also had 
net assets of at least $1 million, although I suspect the number was 
much higher for most (certainly it rose to $50 million in several 
cases). In most of these families the wives did not work for pay; in 
all cases except one, the only or primary income came from finance, 
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corporate, real estate, or consulting work. Seven additional house-
holds had incomes of over $500,000 annually. Of these twenty- two 
total families, I believe at least five had inherited or would inherit 
wealth in the millions of dollars. Five of the remaining families in the 
sample earned $250,000– $400,000; two of these had some inher-
ited wealth, but in both cases the respondents told me they had spent 
most of it. Most of these families still obtained their income through 
finance, law, and business, but a few had earners working in creative 
occupations such as advertising, architecture, and nonprofits.

Of the families who lived primarily on income from their assets, 
eight had assets, mostly inherited, of over $8 million (significantly 
over in several cases). Two additional families had assets of over $5 
million, and four more had assets of over $3 million. Of these four-
teen families, ten had inherited the bulk of these assets. A few of 
these families also earned or had earned incomes of over $500,000. 
The last inheritor household had an inheritance I estimate at over $1 
million. Most people in these households currently worked in the 
arts, nonprofits, or academia, although a few (those with accumu-
lated rather than inherited assets) either had worked or currently 
worked in finance, technology, or related occupations.

E X P E RT  S E R V I C E  P R O V I D E R S

In the book I also draw on interviews with thirty providers of life-
style services to elites in a range of fields. These service providers 
(what Goffman called “curator groups” and Bourdieu called “cul-
tural intermediaries”14) have intimate knowledge of their clients’ 
decisions and thought processes around lifestyle and play an active 
role in their choices about spending, accumulating, and giving away 
money. Many service providers talked at length about their clients, 
which broadened my data on consumers, and for the most part what 
they described echoes what I heard.

I had conducted a project on the personal concierge and lifestyle 
management industry before beginning this research.15 Therefore, 
interviews with personal concierges as well as ethnography among 
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them preceded those with wealthy consumers and indeed shaped 
some of my interests in this project. I do not draw on all of those 
interviews here; I include only those with the twelve concierges who 
owned or worked in relatively successful businesses and thus had 
extensive experience with clients. Two of these had also worked as 
personal assistants.16 Concomitant with the wealthy- consumer inter-
views, I pursued interviews with eighteen expert service providers 
in financial and philanthropic advising, interior design, art advising, 
tutoring, real estate, architecture, personal cooking, wedding pho-
tography, and therapy. These interviews were generated by snowball 
sampling, and these respondents were much easier to find than the 
wealthy ones. The interviews lasted, on average, 90 minutes and 
were recorded, transcribed, and coded.

T H E  I N T E R V I E W  P R O C E S S

As noted, I come from a privileged background myself, which in-
cludes being educated in elite institutions. So I was in some ways 
quite similar to my interviewees, especially those in more creative- 
class jobs with progressive politics. Because they were closer to my 
own social networks and to progressive organizations, I connected 
with these respondents first. Although I was nervous about talking 
about money with these people, I did not worry too much about 
sharing a common language or style. Many of my interviewees lived 
in Brooklyn, as I do (though none of them lived in my neighbor-
hood), so we shared a local context. When meeting them, I wore 
standard academic- professional clothing, which is relatively casual; 
they tended to be informally dressed.

When it came to interviewing people in single- earner wealthy 
families, however, I was more intimidated, as this was not a world 
I knew. The first time I planned to drive out to the suburbs to con-
duct an interview, I felt anxious about my 1994 Honda Civic. It had 
giant white patches on the roof and hood, products of years of East 
Coast winter street parking, which stood out against the dark blue 
of the rest of the car. I was afraid the state of the car might make 
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my interviewees see me as impoverished and thus not talk openly 
with me. I felt so self- conscious about this that I took the car to 
two different body shops to find out how much it would cost to 
have it repainted. The lower quote was $800, which seemed like a 
lot to spend on an ancient car I rarely drove simply to assuage my 
status anxiety for a few hours. In the end, I’m not sure anyone I 
interviewed even noticed the car, which I used to get to only a few 
of the interviews.

I also felt the need to upgrade my wardrobe for these encounters. 
I went to the Eileen Fisher outlet store in Secaucus, New Jersey, to 
buy (on sale!) the kind of expensive yet relaxed clothes that I thought 
would be appropriate for summertime interviewing of elite people, 
mostly women. I thought I should seem a little dressy without ap-
pearing formal, and ultimately I believe this was the right approach. 
However, most of the women I interviewed, especially the stay- at- 
home mothers, dressed quite informally for our meetings. Several 
met with me in exercise clothes because they had just come from 
working out— something the upper- class women Susan Ostrander 
interviewed would never have done. In the end, I felt more comfort-
able talking with these participants than I had expected to.

Our conversations flowed partly because I possessed the same 
cultural capital as my interviewees in many areas. I understood their 
references to elements of their backgrounds and lifestyles, such as 
boarding schools and colleges, local restaurants and leisure pursuits, 
and the basics of investments. Having lived in New York for years, 
I knew the differences among neighborhoods in Manhattan and 
Brooklyn and something about jobs in finance (and much more, 
of course, about those in academia and nonprofits). Surely there 
were more issues that I might have tripped over if I had not been 
from the same background, but these were invisible to me. Some of 
this implicit knowledge became explicit when my research assistant 
was unfamiliar with certain luxury goods and services, such as Net-
Jets, the private airplane rental service. Transcribers likewise lacked 
certain referents of elite consumption and education, such as— to 
take four examples that came up in a single interview— Chippendale 
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furniture, RISD (the Rhode Island School of Design), Hermès, and 
Groton (an elite boarding school).

I did try to signal my own cultural capital in these areas, to avoid 
the possibility that interviewees would construct me as too far out-
side their worlds. But when it came to furniture, clothing, and ac-
cessories, my ignorance became manifest. Although I had heard of 
mainstream brands and designers, I often did not understand the 
finer distinctions among them. For the most part I did not reveal my 
lack of knowledge to respondents, but sometimes my naïveté was 
helpful in getting them to explain, for example, the characteristics of 
the suburb they lived in or the stores where they shopped.

The interviews were essentially conversations, focused primar-
ily on consumption practices and definitions of needs, though also 
covering personal histories and characteristics. These practices in-
cluded the purchase, design, and renovation of homes; child care 
and schooling; leisure expenditures; daily consumption of goods 
and services such as food, clothing, and personal care; and personal 
services. This approach encouraged respondents to talk about how 
they think about spending money, where they feel uncomfortable 
about these decisions, and how lifestyle choices are implicated in 
family and social relationships. My focus on home and family also 
presumably led respondents to talk about their concerns about their 
children and all the issues related to family that I have described. It 
is possible that if I had been more focused on talking about their 
choices of goods such as cars or clothing, the conversation would 
have been different.

In terms of the rhythm and mechanics of the interviews, I had a 
list of interview questions, but I used it to guide the interviews only 
in a very general way. Near the end of an interview I would check the 
guide to make sure I had covered all the central themes. I do have 
more data on some topics than on others in certain cases, especially 
when the interviews were time- limited by the respondents. Once I 
shifted focus in the interviews to look at moral conflicts more spe-
cifically, I would ask about entitlement and feelings of deservingness 
at the end of an interview if the respondent had not brought these 
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issues up already. I also asked about income and assets at the end if 
these topics had not arisen.

As noted, I usually sensed some kind of discomfort with talking 
about money, though less so with the people I had found through 
the progressive organizations and others who were downward- 
oriented. With practice, I improved at asking people about money, 
especially about specific income and asset numbers. But in two 
cases, both with inheritor women married to earners, I felt a kind 
of interactive barrier, like an invisible wall, preventing me from 
inquiring about numbers (especially total assets), and thus I did 
not ask.17 Two or three people refused to share income and/or asset 
numbers with me even when I did ask. Some of them talked about 
money euphemistically, referring to “saving our acorns” or “a little 
boodle of money.” Willa told me the amount of her renovation ($1.5 
million) but referred to it as “a lot of beans.” These are formulations 
with a kind of homey, down- to- earth connotation— the opposite 
of expressions of excess. Service providers I talked with told me 
their clients often had trouble talking about money. As I described 
previously, however, some people expressed relief at being able to 
discuss these issues.

The interviews ranged from one to four hours in length; the vast 
majority lasted about two hours. All but one were conducted in 
person,18 most commonly in the respondent’s home (thirty- three 
of fifty), in a café or restaurant, or in an office (mine or the respon-
dent’s). All were digitally recorded. With two exceptions, the in-
terviews were professionally transcribed, and they were all coded 
using Dedoose, by me or by a research assistant.19 I analyzed the 
information by reading and rereading both complete interviews and 
groups of coded excerpts.

One often hears the advice to continue interviewing until one 
reaches “saturation.”20 I did indeed begin to hear the same kinds of 
narratives and concerns over and over again, especially among two 
populations: stay- at- home mothers married to earners and liberal in-
heritors of wealth working in creative- class occupations. I also got to 
a point at which respondents’ networks began to overlap, especially 
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as I interviewed parents with children at the same school who had 
been introduced to me through different channels. I feel relatively 
confident that if I continued interviewing people in these populations 
I would not hear anything significantly different from what I have 
already heard. However, I would have liked to be able to interview 
more earners, male and female. Because high earners typically work 
so many hours, they are a very hard population to reach. I would also 
have liked to talk with more spouses of inheritors. And I could have 
continued pursuing access to the old- money New York families who 
are better known for their philanthropy. This lack of comprehen-
siveness is another price I pay for not having limited the categories 
to begin with, but it leaves plenty of room for others to pursue more 
precisely delineated research with particular populations.

P O S S I B L E  C R I T I Q U E S

Scholars of interviewing methods might offer a number of critiques 
of this research.21 First, they could say that my respondents’ talk 
might not match their behavior.22 We already know that they con-
sume at a level that is unattainable for the vast majority of people in 
New York and elsewhere. Maybe they also lie around “eating bon-
bons all day,” in Stephanie’s words, instead of working hard. And 
perhaps they violate the behavioral norms they claim to adhere to, 
treating other people rudely or constantly bragging about money. 
But their actions are not my central interest. Perhaps these people 
do not live up to the values they express; but the fact that they do 
 espouse these values of hard work, reasonable consumption, and 
giving back is key to understanding cultural legitimations of in-
equality. I read their discourses not as shallow justifications but as 
portraits of the worthy people they want to be and descriptions of 
what this worth consists of. Whether their behaviors matched their 
accounts is less important for my purposes. Furthermore, as I have 
said, I think trying to adjudicate whether wealthy people are “really” 
good people not only is impossible but also reproduces individual- 
level judgments that ultimately legitimate inequality.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 2:27 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Mon ey Ta lks | 253

Second, one might argue that my respondents’ accounts, even 
at the level of discourse, do not represent the truth of their expe-
rience. These responses could simply be strategic justifications of 
privilege. Or they might have been elicited by the artificial interview 
situation and therefore not be rooted in “real” feelings. Perhaps the 
interviewees assumed that I was less advantaged than they and there-
fore shaped their responses to minimize their status- competitiveness 
or conspicuousness and emphasize their being “down to earth.” It 
is impossible to know exactly what was going on in the minds of 
interview participants or to know how my presence affected these 
conversations, so some of this might be going on. And people do take 
different stances in different contexts and with different interlocutors, 
although this possibility does not make what they say untrue.

However, even to the extent that respondents were telling me 
what they imagined I wanted to hear, what they imagined I wanted to 
hear is precisely the object of interest— what they think constitutes 
worthy personhood. These accounts of good personhood were con-
sistent and often emerged without my asking about them. As Sherry 
Ortner has noted, through interviews one can see “cultural patterns 
across texts” that “amount to a cultural discourse.”23

More important, my respondents gave many kinds of examples, 
though not always intentionally, to support my sense that they felt 
conflicted. They also communicated indecision and struggle through 
various elements of their speech, particularly hesitation, vehemence, 
and word choice, which I have noted in various places throughout 
the book.24 Their explicit expressions of relief to be talking about 
these issues and their tendency to look to me for validation also 
suggest that the worries they talked about were truly felt. More 
concretely, as noted, I verified assets (especially housing prices) 
wherever possible and never came across an instance of people 
having exaggerated their worth, though some had underestimated 
their home value, supporting my claim that they tend to minimize 
their affluence. And, as I have shown, the service providers I inter-
viewed independently recounted seeing their clients struggle with 
these tensions around money and privilege.
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A third critique might be that even if one accepts my claims 
about these respondents, they were probably unusual relative to 
other privileged people. As I have suggested, most media represen-
tations of wealthy and affluent people do not describe the conflicted, 
morally striving wealthy parents I have written about in this book. 
They resemble instead the stereotypical “entitled” wealthy. Further-
more, my interviewees constantly invoked such “bad” rich people, 
in their social networks or their families, as foils for themselves. So 
perhaps the liberal New Yorkers I have studied are exceptions, and 
most wealthy people do not share these fears about being illegiti-
mately entitled or care about being morally worthy.

However, such a possibility seems counterintuitive to me. It 
stands to reason that most privileged people (like people in other 
social classes25) want to feel morally worthy. In the United States, 
as noted, such people are responding to a long tradition of egalitar-
ianism, as well as to a more recent shift to meritocratic criteria for 
moral worth. And these shifts are occurring in the midst of rising, 
and increasingly publicly discussed, inequality. It would be hard not 
to have to deal with moral challenges to entitlement in this context 
in some way, even if these challenges are not apparent to others. 
Again, wanting to interpret oneself as morally worthy can coexist 
with other kinds of beliefs and behaviors.

Nonetheless, a range of characteristics probably shapes how peo-
ple both feel and talk about privilege and their ideas about deserving 
it. My interviewees are not only politically liberal but also largely 
secular, highly educated, and professional, and their discourses may 
differ from those of people who vary on these dimensions. Even 
within the group of people I interviewed, discourses and practices 
differ based on some combination of political views, source of wealth, 
class background, and social networks. Furthermore, being at a life 
stage of family formation has influenced their thinking on these issues 
relative to that at earlier moments in their lives, as we have seen.26

Further research could, and should, explore differences in ori-
entations among wealthy people more systematically on the basis 
of these characteristics and at different life stages, as well as on the 
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basis of gender and race/ethnicity. Microcultures of wealth are likely 
to differ in different locales, even within the United States. National 
contexts probably also influence the discourses and actions of elites 
around their privilege because cultural repertoires of merit and en-
titlement vary and are, in fact, reflected in and reproduce systems 
of economic distribution.27 Finally, it would be useful to investigate 
change over time in elites’ self- conceptions, although such an ap-
proach would face a challenging dearth of evidence. These ideas may 
respond both to long- term changes in cultural notions of meritoc-
racy and to shorter- term economic and political cycles that influence 
the prevalence and salience of inequality.

C O N F I D E N T I A L I T Y

I have been extremely concerned about preserving anonymity in 
writing about these respondents, given the intimacy and privacy of 
some of what they told me. My central concern has not been that 
they would be identifiable to the general reader, which I believe is 
essentially impossible, but rather that people who knew I had inter-
viewed their friends or neighbors would be able to identify them. 
Thus I have been less concerned about the people who came to the 
study in such a way that they are unlikely to be identifiable— that 
is, no one knows they spoke with me— and more concerned about 
those who entered through their own close friends, who may rec-
ognize them in these pages.

I refer to the participants with pseudonyms, and I have modified 
some of their characteristics. I do not describe people physically or 
link them to identifiable features of their homes, a necessity that 
unfortunately precludes including richer ethnographic detail. I do 
not include a table of all of the participants and their characteristics 
because it could be used to identify respondents through the process 
of elimination. And I do not always identify which respondents were 
married to each other. As readers will have noticed, I sometimes 
refer to individuals without pseudonyms in order to avoid creat-
ing characters who can be identifiable across the text. (That is, if a 
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certain characteristic is likely to identify a respondent to someone 
who knows she spoke with me, I usually do not attach a name to the 
characteristic.) In order to avoid identifying respondents who had 
built new homes, I refer to their projects as renovations. In masking 
certain characteristics, I have been attentive to the possible conse-
quences of my decisions and have avoided making changes that are 
likely to affect the reader’s capacity to evaluate my argument (such 
as major changes to demographic or biographical characteristics of 
my informants).28

The most complicated and perhaps controversial decision in this 
regard is not to identify named respondents by race. This choice 
leads to the risk that racial differences will not be acknowledged 
and that the reader will assume that all speakers are white. It also 
removes the reader’s ability to imagine that certain characteristics 
may have to do with race. But because I interviewed several clus-
ters of people of color who knew each other, I felt that the risk of 
mutual identification was high enough that I was obliged ethically 
to mask them this way. (Indeed, several people of color worried 
that they would be identifiable to the larger world if I used their 
real characteristics; for example, one woman asked me not to iden-
tify her Manhattan neighborhood because so few affluent people of 
color live there that she thought she would be identifiable if I did.) 
As I have said, the small number of people of color in the sample 
and their variation in terms of other characteristics meant that I 
found few systematic differences related to race. Where I have found 
such differences or possible patterns, I have described them without 
identifying particular respondents by race or by using pseudonyms 
assigned just for that section of text.

J U D G M E N T

As I have suggested, popular representations of wealth, wealthy 
people, and especially wealthy consumption are often voyeuristic. 
Such representations also mobilize images of rich people as— at least 
potentially— morally unworthy. Indeed, it is precisely these kinds of 
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representations that my respondents are struggling against. I have 
struggled with them, too. Ultimately, of course, my point has been to 
illuminate the normative issues surrounding these discussions, but 
to work in the midst of them was hard. It has felt almost impossible 
to write and talk about these consumers without participating in 
exoticizing, sensationalistic curiosity about wealth and/or making, 
or seeming to make, moral evaluations. Just describing some of their 
consumption practices can feel prurient, and simply stating how 
much money they have or describing their homes can feel judg-
mental. It is hard to write that certain people nearly always travel 
first class or spent a million dollars on a home renovation without 
participating in preexisting cultural ideas about legitimate needs. 
I have tried to find a tone that avoids judgment entirely, though I 
have doubtless not always succeeded. Sometimes I have struggled 
even to choose particular words. For example, when describing my 
respondents’ lifestyles, I have been tempted to use the word cushy, 
but it seems slightly negative. I have usually chosen comfortable, 
which sounds to me less negative but more euphemistic.

I have also wondered whether the empathy I feel for the people 
I talked with is blinding me to the contradictions in their accounts 
or, conversely, if my own critical politics are standing in the way 
of my comprehension of them. I have tried to be attentive to both 
these tendencies as well as to follow standard procedures for coding, 
returning to interview text repeatedly, and sharing my work with 
others.

I have experienced a wide variety of responses to this work 
from readers and audiences. Many readers have acknowledged that 
they felt judgmental of respondents while reading this work, and 
some have encouraged me to try to forestall potential judgments 
by highlighting this tendency up front, as I did in the introduction. 
Some friends and colleagues, usually those from less privileged 
backgrounds, have thought I was being too generous to respon-
dents because they judged them harshly (“What assholes!”). Other 
friends, especially those who have more class privilege, were more 
sympathetic to these interviewees. One friend said it was “like 
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reading about myself.” I have also sometimes felt that I have struck 
a nerve among academic readers who may be using some of the 
same interpretative moves I describe here to avoid feeling privileged 
themselves.

I still feel anxious that my respondents will feel their trust has 
been violated, even if they are not identifiable, because they may feel 
that they are being judged or that their private emotions and strug-
gles have been brought to light here in a way they did not expect. 
My anxiety about this is another indicator of the strength of the pro-
hibition on talking publicly about money and privilege. However, 
I hope that these people will not think I have written about them 
sensationalistically or gratuitously. And I believe that it is culturally, 
politically, and sociologically important to try to foster conversa-
tions about money, morality, and selfhood in the context of the vast 
class inequalities that mark the contemporary United States.
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N O T E S

I N T R O D U C T I O N

 1. John, a young progressive person with wealth, told me a similar story, of a 
friend who was buying a penthouse apartment but insisted as a condition of 
the sale that the PH be removed from the elevator and replaced by the floor 
number.

 2. Fussell 1983, chapter 1.
 3. Keller 2005, ix; see also Ortner 2003.
 4. Of course this equality has always been, and remains, imaginary, given the 

long and multifaceted history of the marginalization and oppression of Native 
Americans, people of color, women, immigrants, and workers of all kinds. See, 
e.g., Nakano Glenn 2002; Zinn 1980.

 5. On the American Dream, see Cullen 2004; Hochschild 1995; McCall 2013.
 6. Nakano Glenn 2002.
 7. DeMott 1990. See also Kendall 2005 on “consensus framing.”
 8. See, e.g., Bartels 2008; Cooper 2014; David and Kim 2015; Hacker 2006; 

Hacker and Pierson 2011; Heiman 2015; Katz 2012; Lane 2011; Pugh 2015; Schor 
2016; Sennett 2007; Standing 2011.

 9. E.g., Krugman 2002.
 10. “In 2010, the top one percent owned more than 34% of net worth, and the 

next 9% owned an additional 40%, leaving just over 25% of net worth for the 
remaining households” (Keister 2014, 353). See also Hacker and Pierson 2011; 
Keister 2005; Keister and Moller 2000; Piketty 2014; Saez 2015.

 11. Chetty et al. 2015; Norton and Ariely 2011.
 12. Frank 2007; Kenworthy 2015; Wilkinson and Pickett 2009.
 13. Pew Research Center 2016. They define “middle- income” people as those 

adults with annual adjusted household incomes of between two- thirds of the 
national median and double the median.

 14. Dwyer and Wright 2012; Wright and Dwyer 2003.
 15. There was always some tension between the type of work seen as middle class 

(nonmanual work usually) and these lifestyle possibilities, which, when unions 
were stronger, were more often available even to manual workers considered 
“working class” (see Halle 1984). For a recent discussion of the concept of the 
middle class, see Heiman et al. 2012.

 16. Anat Shenker- Osorio (2013) argues that “middle class” is “a frozen phrase, 
no longer rooted in the meaning of component parts that ought to designate 
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economic status between two others. Instead, it has become a status, a brand— a 
label you opt to adopt.”

 17. Max Weber (2003 [1958]) famously argued that American Puritans, influenced 
by Calvinist theology, worked hard to show that they had been “chosen” by 
God to be among the “elect.” Closely coupled with disciplined hard work was 
disciplined consumption. Weber drew on the wisdom of Benjamin Franklin’s 
Poor Richard, whose Almanac brimmed with aphorisms promoting industry 
and economy and eschewing excessive consumption. Franklin’s maxims in-
cluded, “Early to bed, early to rise, makes a man healthy, wealthy, and wise,” 
“Beware of little expenses; a small leak will sink a great ship,” and “Many a man 
thinks he is buying pleasure when he is really selling himself a slave to it.” Hard 
work and prudent consumption led, in Weber’s view, to the accumulation of 
capital that was the foundation of capitalism in the United States.

 18. See, e.g., Gilens 1999; Katz 2013.
 19. Veblen 1994 [1899]. In Veblen’s model, even leisure became conspicuous. 

Women and servants, for example, wore impractical clothes, such as corsets 
and uniforms, to show that they didn’t need to work, which reflected positively 
on the husband/master.

 20. Fan 2016; Levin 2016. Perhaps ironically, both articles refer to, and were likely 
inspired by, a reality TV show, Ultra Rich Asian Girls of Vancouver. For a com-
prehensive analysis of the portrayal of wealthy people in the media, including 
a discussion of this type of “price- tag framing,” see Kendall 2005. For scholarly 
research on the new rich in China and their moral quandaries, see Osburg 
2013.

 21. Piff 2014; Piff et al. 2010; Piff et al. 2012; Vohs et al. 2006. See Korndörfer et 
al. 2015 for a review of this literature and a contradictory set of findings. See 
Lamont 2000 on working- class men’s views of “people above” as, among other 
things, snobbish, competitive, and uncaring.

 22. See Khan 2011, whose definition matches that of my interviewees. Annette 
 Lareau (2011) uses the term in a different way: to describe a sense of belonging 
in particular environments and the feeling that one has the right to ask ques-
tions and receive attention from others. See Sherman 2017.

 23. Frank 2008; Freeland 2012.
 24. Sengupta 2012.
 25. This term is typically defined as describing someone with investable assets of 

$1 million or more (see Hay 2013, 3).
 26. See McCall 2013 for a nuanced discussion of media coverage of income in-

equality since 1980.
 27. McCall 2016. Her data show that the level of concern with inequality was also 

high in the mid- 1990s.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 2:27 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Notes to Introduction | 261

 28. Bourdieu 1984; Daloz 2012; Khan 2012; Mears 2014; Schor 1998, 2007; Veblen 
1994 [1899]. On the super- rich, see, e.g., Beaverstock and Hay 2016. Given the 
difficulty of accessing elites, scholars tend to look at what is visible (e.g., Mears 
2014; Spence 2016). Some recent research looks at men’s “consumption” of 
women’s sexual and embodied capital in their pursuit not only of distinction 
but also of economic and social capital (e.g., Hoang 2015; Mears 2015b).

 29. See Khan 2012; Ostrander 1984; Ostrower 1995. Research on membership in 
social clubs, for example, tends to highlight the exclusionary aspects of these 
organizations and spaces (Chin 2011; Holden Sherwood 2013; Kendall 2002). 
Recent research on French social clubs has examined these spaces of elite 
positioning comparatively, noting a corresponding variation in (and struggle 
over) forms of sociability and social capital accumulation and deployment, 
but this work retains a concern with distinction and exclusion (Cousin and 
Chauvin 2014). Research on schooling primarily focuses on how parents seek 
a leg up for their children in educational institutions ( Johnson 2006; Lareau 
and Weininger 2008; in the UK context, see, e.g., Devine 2004; Reay 1998, 
2005a; Vincent and Ball 2007).

Furthermore, researchers have shown that even as social institutions be-
come more outwardly meritocratic and diverse in terms of race/ethnicity and 
gender, they still function as sites of exclusion in less obvious ways. Lauren 
Rivera (2015), for example, shows that even as more people of color graduate 
from college, and even as elite firms pay lip service to hiring them, privileged 
white interviewers often, though not consciously, exclude these newcomers in 
favor of candidates more similar to themselves culturally. Shamus Khan (2011) 
has argued that despite the increasingly diverse population of students in elite 
schools such as St. Paul’s and the use of “hard work” (rather than entitlement 
through birth) as a justification for privilege, those who show themselves to 
have a sense of “ease” are more likely to be seen as truly belonging to the elite. 
Thus the exclusion once based on obvious mechanisms such as explicitly re-
stricted admission to country clubs or elite colleges, or on the refusal to hire 
certain kinds of people for certain jobs, has become more embedded in less 
visible cultural processes.

 30. Khan 2011; Khan and Jerolmack 2013.
 31. Lamont 1992. See also Sayer 2005; Sherman n.d.
 32. Reay 2005b. On working- class people’s lived experience, see, e.g., Bettie 

2003; Hochschild 2016; Jensen 2004; Kefalas 2003; Lewis 1993; MacLeod 
1995; Rubin 1992 [1976]; Sennett and Cobb 1993 [1973]; Silva 2013; Skeggs 
1997; Willis 1979. For work on poverty, see Desmond 2016; Edin and Kefalas 
2005; Edin and Lein 1997; Edin and Shaefer 2015; Goffman 2014; Hays 2003; 
Newman and Massengill 2006; J. Sherman 2009; Young 2004. On the middle 
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class in the United States, see Ehrenreich 1989; Heiman 2015; Newman 1999. 
On race and the middle class, see Jackson 2001; Lacy 2007; Pattillo 2007, 2013.

 33. Many studies compare “middle- class” people to those who are “working class”; 
in such studies the middle- class person is usually defined as having a college 
education and/or a professional or managerial job. Because the comparison 
of interest is to those below, these studies usually do not differentiate between 
middle class and upper middle or upper class (e.g., Cucchiara 2013; Lareau 
2011; Streib 2015). Studies explicitly focused on the “professional middle” may 
use education as the differentiating factor (Nelson 2010), which makes it diffi-
cult to see how to define an “upper class” (because there are limits to how much 
education a person can have); others focus on the “upper middle class” with-
out clearly defining it ( Johnson 2006). Defining class according to education, 
without reference to income, actually makes an “upper- class” categorization 
impossible (see Sherman 2017). On parenting and/or education, see also Ball 
et al. 2004; Devine 2004; Irwin and Elley 2011; Johnson 2006; Pugh 2009.

 34. Founded in the late nineteenth century, the Social Register was a directory of 
the names, addresses, and other information pertaining to the elite; inclusion 
defined membership in the establishment in much of the twentieth century.

 35. Ostrander 1984. See also Kaplan Daniels 1988 for a study of women in a similar 
class position, focusing on their work as volunteers.

 36. Baltzell 1964, 1991.
 37. For a discussion of this transition, see Khan 2011, chapter 1. See also Ostrower 

1995; Savage and Williams 2008.
 38. See Karabel 2005; Lemann 1999.
 39. Hay 2013; Reay et al. 2007; Rothkopf 2009; Sklair 2001.
 40. Brooks 2000; Khan 2011. For recent synopses of the literature on cultural omni-

vorousness, see Karademir Hazir and Warde 2016 and Warde 2015.
 41. Sassen 1988, 1990.
 42. Fiscal Policy Institute 2010; McGeehan 2012; Roberts 2014.
 43. Gregory 2014.
 44. Roberts 2014. Roberts also shows that in 2013 the citywide poverty rate was 21 

percent, meaning that 1.7 million people were living below the poverty line. 
In 2015 a New York Times poll found that 51 percent of New Yorkers felt they 
were “not getting by” (Burns and Russonello 2015).

 45. Fry and Taylor 2012. The level of residential racial segregation, though high, 
is actually decreasing somewhat. See Alba and Romalewski 2017.

 46. Martin 2015.
 47. The city has particular cultural characteristics, and its residents are likely to 

differ from their counterparts elsewhere. But this is true in any location, and I 
thought it made sense to keep a cultural context constant rather than aim for 
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representativity across a broad population (impossible in a sample of this size, 
in any case, and especially hard to obtain when looking at elites) (Page et al. 
2013; Small 2009). See appendix.

 48. On “elites,” conceptualized as those with social, economic, cultural, and po-
litical power, see Khan 2012. Social class is a complicated concept to define 
and to measure. It can be defined in terms of one’s location in a distribution of 
income and wealth; in terms of various features related to occupation; in terms 
of ownership of various forms of capital; or (especially when it comes to the 
middle class) in terms of particular kinds of consumption. For discussions of 
these possibilities, see Halle 1984; Lacy 2007; Lareau and Conley 2008; Wright 
2005. Typically, empirical researchers using the concept of class deploy some 
combination of income, education, and occupation (which usually cluster to-
gether, though see Halle 1984) to indicate class position. The “upper class” in 
the United States has traditionally been defined not by income (though high 
income, wealth, and control of capital were presumed) but by belonging to 
particular elite institutions (Domhoff 1971; Ostrander 1984). As those insti-
tutions have waned in importance and elites have become more diverse, the 
“top 1 percent” has become a more common category of analysis (e.g., Page 
et al. 2013). Such a focus on distribution, like my focus here, fails to theorize 
the differences among class locations of people whose wealth is earned ver-
sus inherited, who have different relationships to capital or different levels of 
autonomy and authority, or who possess different ratios of economic to cul-
tural capital (Bourdieu 1984). It would be useful to revisit this question. There 
are meaningful theoretical as well as empirical differences in my sample— for 
example, between families that control large amounts of global capital and 
those who are salaried and could be thought of as “upper middle class” or 
“professional- managerial class” (Ehrenreich and Ehrenreich 1979). However, 
I believe the distributional definition is appropriate for my primary purpose 
here of looking at lived experience.

 49. See, e.g., Khimm 2011. Defining elites as the top 1 percent or the top .1 percent 
may make sense for studies of political influence. But those in the top 5 percent 
or even 10 percent, despite garnering lower returns in recent years than the top 
.1 percent, remain extremely privileged relative to the rest of the population. 
To imply that there is no meaningful difference in lived experience between 
the top 5 or 10 percent and the median, for example, is problematic.

 50. Rivera 2014.
 51. Estimates of the top percentages vary significantly depending on how and 

when they are calculated (see Bricker et al. 2016). Lisa Keister uses data from 
the 2010 Survey of Consumer Finances (SCF) to place the cutoff for the top 5 
percent of income nationally at $205,335 in 2010 (personal communication). 
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Emmanuel Saez (2015) claims that in 2012 an income of $394,000 was the 
bottom of the top 1 percent nationally; $161,000 was the bottom of the top 5 
percent. According to Business Insider, in 2015, to be in the top 1 percent in 
New York City required an income of $608,584, whereas being in the top 5 
percent required $246,596 (Elkins 2015). Liu (2012) uses data on New York 
City tax filers (not the same as households) to suggest that the cutoff for 
the top 1 percent in 2008 was $595,029, whereas in 2009 it had dropped to 
$492,422.

The top strata of wealth are also hard to define; Keister (2014) draws on 
SCF data to set the top 1 percent at $6.8 million in 2010, in which year she also 
calculates that the threshold for the top 5 percent was $1,863,800 (personal 
communication). Bricker et al. (2016) show estimates of the threshold for the 
top 1 percent in net worth as varying from almost $4 million to almost $8 mil-
lion in 2012. Reports of the average incomes or assets of the top 1 percent are 
skewed because of the extremely high values at the very top, which is why I use 
thresholds. And medians are a better indicator of the middle of the category. 
On the question of whether $250,000 is “really” privileged in New York City, 
see the appendix.

 52. The sampling process and all my methodological decisions are described in 
detail in the appendix.

 53. I also interviewed five wealthy people who were unmarried and childless, 
either younger or older than the rest of the sample. I refer to people in this 
“noncore” sample occasionally throughout the book, and their discourses are 
broadly similar to those of the others.

 54. U.S. Census Bureau 2016. See also Roberts 2014.
 55. Keister 2014. I have estimated net worth based on what respondents told me 

about their incomes, assets, monthly spending, and debt and on public records 
of property values. See appendix.

 56. Khan 2011.
 57. Several interviewees who did not have advanced degrees were married to 

spouses who did.
 58. Two of these women worked very occasionally for pay.
 59. Page et al. 2013.
 60. Those who did not own homes had owned homes previously and were between 

places or were seriously considering buying expensive homes.
 61. For example, Margaret worked in a nonprofit; her husband worked in the en-

tertainment industry. Her household income at the time I interviewed her was 
almost exactly $250,000; they had assets of $80,000, a few thousand dollars in 
debt, and no family money. She and her husband owned their home (though 
they paid about $4,000 to the bank every month for the mortgage), but it 
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was in a less affluent Brooklyn neighborhood. Their children were in public 
school, and Margaret expected them to remain there. They rarely traveled and 
were the only people in my sample who did not have a housecleaner. A couple 
of additional respondents had been wealthy but had encountered financial 
problems; for example, Rebecca’s renovation and unexpected medical bills had 
nearly bankrupted her when she and her husband both lost their lucrative jobs 
in the 2008 recession, although she had some inherited wealth to fall back on.

 62. On “consumption work,” see Weinbaum and Bridges 1976.
 63. Bourdieu 1984.
 64. For more detail on these interviews, see the appendix. On the relations be-

tween expert service workers and their clients, see Sherman 2014. On personal 
concierges specifically, see Sherman 2010 and 2011.

 65. See, e.g., Domhoff 2010; Johnson 2006, 123– 124; Ortner 2003, 10.
 66. In some cases this refusal was quite productive because it allowed me to ask 

why they didn’t want to talk about it.
 67. See Chin 2011 for a similar finding.
 68. Ostrander 1984, 35, 26.
 69. Ibid., 101.
 70. Service providers I interviewed tried to refrain from being judgmental of how 

their clients spent money, often saying, “Well, I don’t want to be judgmental, 
but . . .” Both the idea that it is inappropriate to judge others and the desire 
to avoid exposure because it can lead to judgment produce silences around 
money, entitlement, and inequality. See Strieb (2015, 35) on avoiding class 
judgment in a different context.

 71. Streib 2015, 36; see also Bonilla- Silva 2006.
 72. Kluegel and Smith 1986; Lamont 1992, 2000; McCall 2013; McNamee and 

Miller 2004; Schulz 2012.
 73. See McNamee and Miller 2004. Note that it is often referred to as the “Prot-

estant work ethic,” which minimizes the consumption dimension.
 74. In the sense in which Khan (2011) uses the term. On money and morality, see 

Carruthers and Espeland 1998; Kornhauser 1994; Lamont 1992, 2000; Zelizer 
1994.

 75. Hochschild 1989b.
 76. This concept comes from Gramsci (1971). For an ethnography of classed “com-

mon sense” in the United States, see Heiman 2015.
 77. This focus on selfhood mirrors, in a sense, a similar phenomenon among 

working- class young people in the “mood economy,” who blame themselves 
for failing to achieve the trappings of adulthood, such as a home, steady job, 
and family (Silva 2013; see also Lewis 1993).

 78. See Small 2009.
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 79. Graham 1999; Lacy forthcoming. Annette Lareau has begun a qualitative inter-
view study comparing white and African American high- net- worth families, 
but it is too early to have results (personal communication).

C H A P T E R  O N E :  O R I E N TAT I O N S  T O  O T H E R S

 1. I did not ask my respondents explicitly about what social class they thought 
they were in. The concept of social class is complicated, and it is hard to know 
how people understand it. Furthermore, we know that Americans tend to 
identify as middle class and to think that their income is average. Instead, I 
attended carefully to how they talked about their class location and about their 
sense of themselves as privileged or not. I paid special attention to what other 
people they tended to talk about and in what ways, and I occasionally asked 
who they compared themselves to. Sometimes toward the end of interviews 
I asked direct questions about their feelings about people with less or more 
than they had if they had not mentioned this theme.

 2. See Leach et al. 2002 for a social- psychological typology of characteristics they 
argue predict different forms of recognition or denial of advantage.

 3. Leach et al. 2002; Pratto and Stewart 2012. On whiteness, see also Frankenberg 
1993; Lipsitz 1998; McIntosh 1988.

 4. See Harth et al. 2008.
 5. For a review, see Smith and Pettigrew 2014. See also Frank 2007.
 6. “The maternalistic dynamic is based on the assumption of a superordinate- 

subordinate relationship” (Rollins 1985, 186). Maternalism is a “unilateral 
positioning of the employer as a benefactor who receives personal thanks, 
recognition, and validation of self from the domestic worker” (Hondagneu- 
Sotelo 2001, 172).

 7. Rivera (2014) also makes this point.
 8. See Cooper 2014; Pugh 2015.
 9. In this discussion I have assigned different pseudonyms to these women than 

those they are given elsewhere in the book to avoid making them identifiable. 
See appendix.

 10. I think of affluent as meaning less wealthy than wealthy, and also as a euphe-
mism for wealthy. Friends and colleagues I have asked about this, however, 
often disagree, believing that the two words are essentially equivalent, which 
is what Pam and Beverly seemed to believe as well.

 11. See, e.g., Jackson 2001; Lacy 2007; Pattillo 2013.
 12. One woman’s father had married into extreme wealth when she was in middle 

school, creating in her what she called a “dual consciousness” as both a wealthy 
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and a not- wealthy person. Another respondent had lived in a more lower- 
middle- class style for several years after his wealthy grandfather got angry at 
his parents and cut them off.

 13. It is impossible to say with this kind of evidence which comes first— one’s 
orientation to privilege or the diversity of one’s relationships (or politics or 
job). As the quotations I have shared show, once people enter certain kinds 
of environments, such as jobs or schools, those environments will provide 
reference points in the form of people with more or fewer resources. But of 
course one has made the choice between public or private school, or between 
working in one sector or the other, in the first place— choices that presumably 
have come from some preexisting orientation.

 14. Leach et al. (2002, 156) refer to “strategic modesty” about privilege as one way 
people deal with guilt over their advantages.

C H A P T E R  T W O :  W O R K I N G  H A R D 
O R  H A R D LY  W O R K I N G ?

 1. Unless these issues came up on their own— which they often did— I usually 
saved this question for the end of the interview. I thought it might provoke 
negative responses, because it so directly alluded to the interviewees’ privilege 
and could imply that I thought they did not deserve what they had.

 2. See McCall 2013.
 3. Gaztambide- Fernández 2009; Ho 2009; Khan 2011; Khan and Jerolmack 

2013; Lacy 2007; McNamee and Miller 2004. For similar discourses in France 
and England, see Power et al. 2016. McCall (2016) finds that the top 1 per-
cent are especially likely, relative to other income groups and other possible 
factors, to agree that hard work is important for getting ahead. Khan 2011 
shows how young people at an elite boarding school learn to deploy this  
discourse.

 4. Folbre 1991; Kaplan Daniels 1987; Sherman 2010.
 5. Kaplan Daniels 1987, 1988.
 6. As we will see in chapter 5, her husband was careful to recognize her labor as 

contributing, which helped her frame herself this way.
 7. Lareau 2011; Rivera 2015.
 8. Power et al. 2016, 311.
 9. Brown et al. 2016, 200.
 10. Heather Beth Johnson (2006) has also shown that affluent people simultane-

ously recognize and deny their advantages. Her interviewees agreed that having 
educational advantages provided a leg up but also asserted a strong belief in 
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the American Dream and equality of opportunity, even when confronted very 
explicitly with this contradiction.

 11. I do not include Vera in the core sample of fifty because she is not a parent. 
See appendix.

 12. On media framing of structural issues as individual ones, see Kendall 2005.
 13. Respondents with inherited wealth who also earned significant amounts of 

money were typically less conflicted about it than those who lived primarily 
on their inherited wealth. These respondents were able to rely on the “earner” 
discourse of moral worth while also avoiding the anxiety felt by earners who 
lacked a safety net.

 14. Odendahl 1990; Ostrander 1995a.
 15. Ostrower (1995, 108) also makes this point.
 16. Thaler 1999. See also Zelizer 1994 on “special monies” and Zelizer 2012 on 

“relational accounting.” On the changing of the meaning of money according 
to the source, see Carruthers and Espeland 1998; Kornhauser 1994.

 17. Ostrander 1984; see also Kaplan Daniels 1988.
 18. Two of these women had some paid part- time work, but very few hours, and 

they spent most of their time on unpaid household and family work. They 
would not have defined themselves as “stay- at- home mothers,” partly for the 
reasons I describe in this section.

 19. Stone 2007. See also Blair- Loy 2003.
 20. Weinbaum and Bridges (1976) coined this term, although they are not referring 

to the lifestyle work of wealthy women but rather to everyday consumption 
tasks such as grocery shopping.

 21. Folbre 1991; Sherman 2010.
 22. Folbre and Nelson 2000; Strasser 1982; Weinbaum and Bridges 1976.
 23. Kaplan Daniels 1988.
 24. African American women have worked for pay since the end of slavery in much 

greater numbers than white women and have been morally judged on the basis 
of not doing so, which has implications for their decisions about leaving paid 
work (Barnes 2015).

 25. She had chosen this amount not because it reflected the market value of her 
work, which she thought would in fact be higher, but because it was the amount 
of dividend income she could generate from her assets while also paying taxes 
and her children’s private school tuition. Hence, to call it a “salary” was purely 
symbolic.

 26. Macdonald 2011.
 27. See Silva 2013 for a related argument about working- class youth: that the 

“mood economy” leads them to explain their economic position in terms of 
individual affect, thus assigning responsibility only to themselves.
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C H A P T E R  T H R E E :  “ A  V E RY  E X P E N S I V E  
O R D I N A RY  L I F E ”

 1. On “ordinariness,” see Savage et al. 2001; Sayer 2005.
 2. The same is true of judgments we might make of their lifestyle choices.
 3. Zelizer 1994, 2012.
 4. Bourdieu 1984.
 5. Ellen was one of the expert service providers I interviewed, not part of the 

sample of fifty wealthy parents, because she lives in another city, but I did talk 
with her about her experience of privilege as well as about her work.

 6. On managing feeling, see Hochschild 1989a.
 7. See Frank 2007.
 8. See Pugh 2009 on children’s consumption as a mechanism of belonging.
 9. Because he had no children, I include Nathan in the noncore sample. See 

appendix.
 10. Sherman 2011.
 11. Many of these experts work on commission or otherwise receive a percentage 

of what the client spends, so in that sense they have a monetary incentive to 
encourage higher levels of spending. However, those I interviewed described 
themselves as more concerned with making clients happy than with persuading 
them to buy the more expensive items. On how luxury hotel workers similarly 
cultivate entitlement among hotel guests, see Sherman 2007.

 12. The majority estimated that they spent $240,000– $360,000 ($20,000– 
$30,000 per month). These estimates were imprecise, often simply referring 
to the monthly total on the credit card statement, not always including kids’ 
school tuition, which was sometimes paid for by grandparents or other family 
members, or mortgages.

C H A P T E R  F O U R :  “ G I V I N G  B A C K , ” 
AWA R E N E S S ,  A N D  I D E N T I T Y

 1. Other researchers have also identified this cultural imperative. See, e.g., 
 Ostrander 1984, p. 36 and chapter 6; Power et al. 2016; Whillans et al. 2016.

 2. See Sayer 2005, chapter 7, on egalitarianism and interpersonal relations across 
class.

 3. Scholars such as Diana Kendall (2002), for example, have pointed out the 
tension between the attempts of the upper- class women she studied to help 
others and the exclusive organizations they construct through which to do 
this. Furthermore, as some of these researchers have noted, most of these 
women’s charitable giving benefits their own communities. On these issues 
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see also Chin 2011; Odendahl 1990; Ostrander 1984, 1995a; Ostrower 1995; 
Silver 2007.

 4. Note that the “hair shirt” is a religious image of extreme self- sacrifice and dis-
comfort, not unlike Ellen’s reference to a “vow of poverty” in the previous 
chapter.

 5. Nicole similarly suggested that “nice” people should not be judged. As I noted 
in chapter 3, she was upset that her husband’s family members judged her for 
consuming in a way they found excessive but she thought was reasonable in 
New York. She said, “I think the reason why I feel like, really annoyed at being 
judged, is because it feels really unfair. I tried very hard to not, like— I can’t 
afford to be that kind of person. And I’m not that kind of person. And if you 
want to meet that kind of person, I’ll introduce you to them. And guess what? 
They’re really nice, and you shouldn’t give them grief either, you know?” Nicole 
suggested that being “that kind of person”— illegitimately entitled and thus 
worthy of critique— is based not only on how much one has but also on how 
“nice” one is.

 6. I found this symbolic requirement in my study of luxury hotels (Sherman 
2007); workers understood reciprocity and niceness as the basis for entitle-
ment to highly personalized luxury service. Reciprocity from guests to workers 
was one of the key means by which the obvious inequality between them came 
to seem normal. When guests treated workers with friendliness and gratitude, 
the class difference between them faded into the background. See also Sayer 
2005, chapter 7.

 7. This is according to my very rough calculations, which were especially difficult 
to make in the case of inheritors. Many interviewees could not estimate with 
confidence how much they gave away. See appendix.

 8. Although I tried to ask all interviewees about their charitable habits, I did not 
address the topic in as much detail as I did some of the other issues. Thus I 
cannot make precise claims about recipient organizations or amounts.

 9. For example, one African American man worked to “bring fitness to commu-
nities of color.” Creating this access is one way he could “give back and make 
a difference,” which mattered to him partly because of health problems in his 
family.

 10. Ostrander 1984; see also Kaplan Daniels 1988; Odendahl 1990.
 11. Chin 2011; Domhoff 1971; Kaplan Daniels 1988; Odendahl 1990; Ostrower 1995. 

See Silver 2007 for a review.
 12. See Kaplan Daniels 1988 for an in- depth study of the “invisible careers” of 

wealthy women volunteers.
 13. One suburban woman explained to me about the Junior League: “I moved 

here, and I was like, ‘What am I going to do,’ right? And I don’t know anyone. 
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So what the Junior League really does— it’s a bunch of women that just want to 
volunteer. And a way to do it. They need a forum, to [do it]— so, it’s all about 
giving back. But you need a forum to do it. So they already have set up things 
that you can do.”

 14. Many New York elites are, of course, deeply invested in being patrons of the 
arts and other social and educational institutions. These are likely to be the 
old- money and super- rich elites I did not interview (see, e.g., Ostrower 1995).

 15. There were a couple of notable exceptions. Wendy, for example, felt that giving 
to her alma mater was unnecessary. She said, “I’ve been given all the oppor-
tunity in the world, and I’m going to give my money to people who  haven’t 
been, not to me twenty years ago.”

 16. A donor- advised fund is a charitable fund usually administered by a public 
organization such as a nonprofit in which the giving is directed by the donor 
over time.

 17. Resource Generation exists, like some other similar organizations, partly in 
order to create spaces where people can not only talk about these issues but 
also come up with giving priorities and plans (Wernick 2009).

 18. Donovan also explicitly connected the moral dimension of the question of 
how much to give to his own spending rather than his assets. He said, “I mean, 
what’s the right metric? Should you be focusing on giving away a percentage of 
your assets? What’s ethically interesting to me is not what percentage of your 
wealth you’re giving away but what’s the connection between what you’re 
spending on yourself and what you’re giving away. Again, I don’t spend a lot 
as a percentage of my wealth, [and] I don’t give a lot as a percentage of my 
wealth. But I give a lot as a percentage of what I spend on myself.”

 19. See Whillans et al. 2016 on the idea of “giving back” as linked to taxes.
 20. It is interesting that Nadine chooses the language of “death tax” over “estate 

tax,” because “death tax” is more often used by opponents of the tax.
 21. As Ira Silver (2007) has argued, the organizations of the type supported by 

the most progressive in my sample do tend to challenge inequalities of various 
kinds rather than only reproduce privilege. Yet he shows that the structures 
of these organizations (in his case, progressive groups that make grants to 
smaller organizations), despite the best efforts of staff, donors, and activists, 
often still reproduce class divisions between funders and activists and/or re-
produce donors’ claims to have particular kinds of identities validated. See also 
Ostrander 1995a; Roelofs 2003; Wernick 2009. For a philosophical discussion 
of this dilemma, see Cohen 2000.

 22. This link between individual entitlement or advancement and awareness of 
systematic inequality has also been noted, in a different context, by Heather 
Beth Johnson (2006).
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 23. See Mogil and Slepian with Woodrow 1991.
 24. As noted in the introduction, these respondents are not included in the core 

sample of fifty parents.

C H A P T E R  F I V E :  L A B O R ,  S P E N D I N G , 
A N D  E N T I T L E M E N T  I N  C O U P L E S

 1. See Acker 1988 on the ways interpersonal relations in the family deflect atten-
tion from the gendered distribution of resources.

 2. See, e.g., Blumberg 1988; Blumberg and Coleman 1989; Blumstein and 
Schwartz 1991; Burgoyne 1990; Chang 2010; Dema- Moreno 2009. Additional 
literature looks at how couples manage money, especially whether they share 
it or separate it; whether pooling systems lead to equal access to and con-
trol over money; and how members of couples spend similarly or differently 
(Kenney 2006; Klawitter 2008; Ludwig- Mayerhofer et al., 2011; Pahl 1983, 
1990; Treas 1993; Vogler 2005; Vogler and Pahl 1993, 1994; Vogler et al. 2008; 
Yodanis and Lauer 2007). Though pooling seems more egalitarian, it actually 
can mean less independence for women; because both partners feel that earn-
ing confers greater control, male earners spend more and women nonearners 
less (but when women earn more, men still spend it) (Schwartz et al. 2012, 
259– 60). See also Chang (2010) on the barriers to wealth accumulation for 
women.

 3. For an overview, see Shockley and Shen 2016 and Zelizer 2005, 244. For a 
recent discussion of gender identity specifically, see Schneider 2012.

 4. This is in a sense an economy of recognition of each person’s contribution, 
similar to Hochschild’s (1989a) concept of the “economy of gratitude.”

 5. See, e.g., Acker 1988; Coulson et al. 1975; DeVault 1991; Folbre 1991; Fraser 
2014; Laslett and Brenner 1989; Molyneux 1979; Nakano Glenn 1992; Schwartz 
Cowan 1984; Secombe 1974; Weinbaum and Bridges 1976; Zelizer 2005. See 
also Raxlen and Sherman 2016.

 6. I have more data on relations in these households because I have seventeen such 
households in the sample; the dual- earner, dual- contributor, and inherited- 
wealth categories all include fewer households, which vary more in terms of 
the gender of the person bringing the wealth. I thus go into more depth on the 
single- earner households here. I have masked some identifying characteristics 
in this chapter because many interviewees said that these issues were the most 
private.

 7. By this I mean the few women who worked very part- time, usually freelance. 
These women would not characterize themselves as stay- at- home mothers 
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(avoiding the stigma of that label) but spent the vast majority of their time on 
family rather than paid labor.

 8. Nearly all had joint bank accounts, at least for daily living, and pooled savings 
in retirement and college accounts. But many also maintained their own indi-
vidual accounts (occasionally in secret, as we’ll see). Practices of daily money 
management varied. In some cases, one person of the couple paid all the bills; 
in others, each partner was responsible for different expenses.

 9. Although in a few cases this claim rang untrue— I suspected that they were 
saying it in order to avoid disclosing numbers— many seemed genuinely not to 
know. Julia, for example, underestimated the cost of her $600,000 renovation 
by $200,000, and her husband corrected her. When men worked in some 
finance or legal jobs or owned their own businesses, this lack of clarity was 
compounded by the fact that bonuses or unpredictable windfalls constituted 
a large share of their income and/or that their assets were invested in their 
companies. Thus they either did not receive a conventional salary or it was 
only a small part of their total compensation.

 10. In a few of these families, the man had participated more actively in the de-
cision making. But in only one case did the husband take the lead role across 
the board (partly because his wife was pregnant).

 11. In some cases this was another facet of concern regarding the prudent use of 
money. For example, one woman said her husband had insisted on high- end 
kitchen appliances because he cared about resale value, although they were 
planning to live in their renovated house long- term.

 12. I suspect that my interviewees in general were likely to underestimate or keep 
silent about the amount of conflict they had with their partners over spending. 
Those who did talk about it usually emphasized that it was deeply private.

 13. On “consumption work,” see Weinbaum and Bridges 1976.
 14. The wealthy women volunteers Kaplan Daniels (1988, 33) studied similarly had 

to prioritize their husbands’ needs over their volunteer work.
 15. It seems that Alice was going to say she “proved” she could work. This is the 

same kind of interpretive move I described in chapter 2, in which because 
Alice “did that” she can feel like a worker, or have a worker’s “mindset,” even 
without currently working for money.

 16. With limited variation in the gender of inheritors, it is difficult to draw compar-
ative conclusions. I also interviewed more inheritors than spouses of inheritors, 
so it is hard to make claims about spouses’ views.

 17. She told me, “Thank God my kids learned to write in cursive. ’Cause you know 
they don’t teach that in public schools anymore. Because they will need to sign 
their names a lot.”
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 18. Ehrenreich 2002; Hochschild 1989b; Rollins 1985.
 19. DeVault 1991, 1999; Streib 2015.
 20. A few women in inheritor households also worked full- time, but they typically 

had more flexible jobs.
 21. See Tichenor 2005.
 22. Tichenor 2005.
 23. On the family myth, see Hochschild 1989b.
 24. Zelizer 2005, 243; see also Zelizer 2012.
 25. See, e.g., Bittman et al. 2003; Brines 1994; Evertsson and Nermo 2004; Hochs-

child 1989b; Schneider 2012; Tichenor 2005.
 26. Yodanis and Lauer 2007.
 27. See Chang 2010.
 28. See Zelizer 2005 on the relationship of legal categories and processes to family 

relations around money.
 29. Acker 1988, 487.

C H A P T E R  S I X :  PA R E N T I N G  P R I V I L E G E

A modified version of this chapter has been published as Sherman 2017.
 1. See Khan 2011; Lareau (2011) uses this word to mean a more positive sense of 

empowerment. See the introduction and Sherman 2017 on this point.
 2. See, e.g., Cooper 2014; Katz 2008, 2012; Nelson 2010.
 3. See Cucchiara and Horvat 2014 for a discussion of school choice as identity 

construction for parents.
 4. Nelson 2010, 6. See also Katz 2001, 2008, 2012; Lareau 2002, 2011; Streib 2013. 

On the pursuit of educational advantages specifically, see Calarco 2011; Johnson 
2006; Lareau and Weininger 2008. For the UK context, see, e.g., Devine 2004; 
Reay 1998, 2005a; Vincent and Ball 2007; Weis et al. 2014. For more detailed 
engagement with this literature, see Sherman 2017. For popular literature on 
questions of entitlement, see Carlyle 2012; D’Amico 2010; Gallo and Gallo 
2001; Hausner 1990; Lieber 2015.

 5. As I discuss later in the chapter, they also taught children to observe the be-
havioral prohibition on talking about money.

 6. As others have pointed out, being a good parent means being a good consumer 
in the sense of both consuming for children and guiding their consumption 
(see Cucchiara 2013; Pugh 2009; Schor 2003).

 7. See also Pugh 2009.
 8. Kolbert 2012.
 9. This scheme cultivates not only the child’s willingness to work for what 

he wants but an ethic of self- improvement: he chooses both the type of 
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self- improvement he engages in to obtain the points (participating in school) 
and the type of self- improvement for which he redeems them (the art class).

 10. Pugh 2009.
 11. Allison Pugh (2009) has described similar practices and feelings of ambivalence 

among the upper- income parents she studied, who used “symbolic deprivation” 
and “rules and allowances” to manage their children’s consumption and their 
own anxieties about that consumption. Those parents also expressed concerns, 
linked to their own histories, about how restricting consumption affected their 
children’s dignity. Pugh (2009, 119) theorizes the tension between indulging 
children’s desires and constraining them primarily as having to do with parents’ 
fear of raising kids without self- control and anxiety about materialism as morally 
unworthy. My complementary interpretation extends this view into the realm 
of managing affluence more generally by avoiding “entitlement.”

 12. It is possible that the family travels with a domestic worker accompanying the 
children in coach class, as I have been told some families do. Unfortunately this 
possibility did not occur to me during the interview, so I did not ask Allison 
about it.

 13. Gaztambide- Fernández and Howard 2013, 3.
 14. Reay et al. 2007 call this “an act of appropriation”; see also Pugh 2009.
 15. See Jackson 2001; Pattillo 2013.
 16. Pugh 2009; Lacy forthcoming. As Karyn Lacy (2007, 152) has noted in writ-

ing about black middle- class parents, “In addition to teaching their children 
to negotiate the black- white boundary, these parents must also prepare their 
children to manage class- based boundaries between different groups of blacks.” 
Pugh (2009) also finds that affluent African American parents intentionally 
place their children in diverse environments, creating what she calls “exposed 
childhoods.”

 17. Writing about white middle- class parents who send their children to urban 
comprehensive schools (which in the United States are known as public 
schools), they argue, “The white middle- class interest in difference and other-
ness can thus also be understood as describing a project of cultural capital 
through which these white middle- class families seek to display their liberal 
credentials and secure their class position. The ability to move in and out of 
spaces marked as ‘other’ becomes part of the process through which this par-
ticular fraction of the white middle classes come to know themselves as both 
privileged and dominant” (Reay et al. 2007, 1047).

 18. Reay et al. 2007. See also Gillies 2005; Khan 2011.
 19. Some of the less affluent parents also worried that their kids would feel bad 

about themselves if they thought they were the “only ones without a country 
house,” in Linda’s words.
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 20. See also Cucchiara 2013; Cucchiara and Horvat 2014; Johnson 2006.
 21. Pugh 2009, 194.
 22. One such parent told me the boarding schools were actually more diverse than 

the public school in her elite, nearly all- white suburb.
 23. This is the sense in which Lareau (2011) uses the word. See Sherman 2017.
 24. Pugh 2009.
 25. Coined by Allison Pugh (2009, 178), the term “pathway consumption” means 

“spending on the opportunities that shape children’s trajectories,” especially 
including school and activities such as summer camp.

 26. Bourdieu 1990.

C O N C L U S I O N

 1. Stewart 2016.
 2. Indeed, much of the press coverage of Rowling has highlighted her status as 

a struggling single mother on the dole when she wrote the first Harry Potter 
book.

 3. Boshoff 2006.
 4. See Schor 1998.
 5. See Cooper 2014; Pugh 2015.
 6. See, e.g., Lewis 1993.
 7. For a recent example, see Silva 2013.
 8. Mills 2000 [1959], 8.

M E T H O D O L O G I C A L  A P P E N D I X

 1. Sherman 2007.
 2. Sherman 2010, 2011.
 3. Lamont and Swidler 2014, 159.
 4. Pugh 2013.
 5. Rivera (2014) challenges the idea that the top 1 percent is the “elite”; she uses 

the top 20 percent because of their greater access to education. Pew Research 
Center (2016) defines “upper- income” as earning double the national median.

 6. Elkins 2015.
 7. See Roberts 2014.
 8. Salkin 2009.
 9. Page et al. 2013. On interviewing elites in general, see Harvey 2011; Mikecz 

2012; Ortner 2003; Ostrander 1995b.
 10. On schools, see, e.g., Cookson and Persell 1985; Gaztambide- Fernández 2009; 

Gaztambide- Fernández and Howard 2013; Howard 2010; Khan 2011. On clubs, 
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see Chin 2011; Cousin and Chauvin 2014; Holden Sherwood 2013; Kendall 
2002. On charitable organizations and foundations, see Ostrander 1995a; Os-
trower 1995; Silver 2007.

 11. Lamont 1992; Ostrower 1995; Page et al. 2013.
 12. These multiple factors could be analyzed and perhaps disaggregated in a 

large- N study, which would not only require more resources than I had and 
pose sampling challenges, but would also require a survey- style format that 
would reduce complexity. See Page et al. 2013; Small 2009.

 13. Snowball sampling is a sampling method whereby future study subjects are 
recruited by existing subjects from among people they know.

 14. Bourdieu 1984; Goffman 1951.
 15. This project included twenty- three interviews with personal concierges and 

180 hours of participant observation in the lifestyle management industry, 
primarily spent working in a high- end Manhattan company offering personal 
assistant and concierge services (see Sherman 2010, 2011).

 16. Many people (nearly always women) who start concierge businesses are quite 
unsuccessful, as my research has shown (Sherman 2010).

 17. See Ostrander 1995b on interactions with elites in interviews.
 18. I conducted one interview with a male respondent over the phone because he 

did not have time to meet with me in person.
 19. The exceptions were two people whose interviews had included a lot of 

extraneous material, so I listened to the interviews and transcribed rele-
vant sections myself. Only one research assistant coded service- provider 
interviews, and only one coded wealthy- consumer interviews. Both of 
them did coding alone only after becoming deeply familiar with my coding 
process, partly by reviewing my codes on many interviews before coding  
independently.

 20. E.g., Small 2009.
 21. For recent discussions of these issues, see Jerolmack and Khan 2014; Khan and 

Jerolmack 2013; Lamont and Swidler 2014; Pugh 2013; Vaisey 2009, 2014.
 22. Jerolmack and Khan 2014; Khan and Jerolmack 2013.
 23. Ortner 2003, 6.
 24. Pugh 2013; also see DeVault 1990; Scott and Lyman 1968.
 25. See, e.g., Kefalas 2003; Lamont 1992, 2000; Sayer 2005; Sherman 2009; Silva 

2013.
 26. This finding is consistent with research on younger affluent people. My re-

spondents differ from the young, wealthy men in the international “VIP party 
scene” studied by Ashley Mears (2014, 2015a). Mears suggests that participants 
in this global jet set are highly invested in the public display of wealth (although 
even they do not talk about particular amounts of money). But as they get 
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older they may become more similar to my respondents. On the other hand, 
given that most of them are not from the United States, they may develop other 
repertoires of merit.

 27. Lamont 1992, 2000.
 28. See Murphy and Jerolmack 2016.
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D I S C U S S I O N  Q U E S T I O N S

As the distance between rich and poor widens, Uneasy Street not 
only explores the real lives of those at the top but also sheds light on 
how extreme inequality comes to seem ordinary and acceptable to 
the rest of us. The questions below are intended to enhance group 
discussion about this remarkable book.

	 1.	 Sherman discusses the challenges of defining “the elite,” and she 
describes the set of criteria for choosing her participants. Who 
do you count as “elite”? Is that status based on income, wealth, 
education, or job? In what ways do public figures such as politi-
cians and celebrities seem “elite” or not?

	 2.	 Sherman notes that there is an American cultural taboo against 
discussing money and class. Some of her respondents even 
suggested that they would not tell their partners that they had 
shared details with her. How do you feel about discussing your 
own financial situation? With whom are you comfortable dis-
cussing it? Are there other topics that are similarly “off limits”?

	 3.	 Sherman conducted her interviews in New York City, one of the 
most unequal cities in the United States, at a time when econom-
ic disparities were especially prominent. How might the story 
have changed if she had interviewed people in a different city?

	 4.	 Sherman identifies “upward-oriented” and “downward-oriented” 
people in her sample. Do you tend to compare yourself to people 
who have as much or more than you, or to those who have less? 
Do you think of yourself as privileged? Why or why not?

	 5.	 Do the criteria Sherman identifies for being a morally worthy 
wealthy person—working hard, consuming prudently, giving 
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back, and in general trying to be “normal”—resonate with you? 
Do you make these distinctions or see them in the culture at 
large?

	 6.	 In explaining their success, Sherman’s respondents often re-
ferred to how hard they have worked. They often emphasized 
the role of luck, too. Sherman suggests that this obscures other 
advantages, such as elite educations, lack of debt, financial sup-
port from their parents, et cetera. Do you agree? What is the 
difference between “hard work” and “luck” as explanations for 
having wealth?

	 7.	 When asked what “giving back” means, Sherman’s interviewees 
talked about charitable giving, volunteering, and having aware-
ness of privilege. How do you define giving back? What do you 
think the purpose of “giving back” is?

	 8.	 Sherman’s respondents had mixed feelings about the value of 
teenagers working for pay in high school and college. Some felt 
it was a necessary experience. Others felt that a job would take 
away from other activities, including schoolwork. Do you think it 
is important for teenagers to hold paying jobs? Why or why not?

	 9.	 In the appendix, Sherman notes that she comes from a privi-
leged background, which was useful in connecting with some 
of her interviewees. How might her interviewees have respond-
ed differently if she had a different background?

10.	 Have your perceptions of wealthy Americans changed after read-
ing Uneasy Street? In what ways?
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