
O'B R IE N, J AC K

Jack O'Brien
Age: 15, Grade: 10

School Name: West Ottawa High School North, Holland, MI
Educator: Ken Strobel 

Category: Critical Essay

P ull Yourse lf up by Your B oots traps

Pull Yourself up by Your Bootstraps
 

    “Pull yourself up by your bootstraps.” This instruction is often spouted by wealthier Americans towards poorer
Americans. If they could only pull up their bootstraps and start working harder, they’d be living comfortably. In the
United States of America, and most of the Western world, this phrase is commonly tied used to upward social
mobility, or “the American dream.” The American dream is the story of a person whose life begins in poverty, but
through hard work, skill, and determination climbs up the ladder and earns a family, good wage, and comfortable life.
The dream, and the idea of pulling yourself up by your bootstraps, is often touted by politicians and wide-eyed
Americans, but is it real? How does the “bootstraps” narrative affect narratives about poverty? What do these ideas
mean for people in poverty? To what extent is poverty the fault of the individual? The truth is that in America,
poverty is consistently not the fault of the individual, but rather their surroundings and their society’s economic
regulations. In addition, the common cultural belief that wealth is influenced chiefly by personal effort has an
undoubtedly negative effect on those in poverty. There must be both a cultural and policy-based approach to fix this
long-standing issue. 

    Consider first the concept of meritocracy, and what this idea means in American society. Meritocracy originated in
a satirical novel written by Michael Dunlop Young. Today, the word is defined as “a system, organization, or society
in which people are chosen and moved into positions of success, power, and influence on the basis of their
demonstrated abilities and merit” (Merriam-Webster). Since its satirical use, many thinkers in the worlds of politics
and economics have strived to achieve genuine meritocracy, a system that, along with capitalism, would accurately
reward people based on their abilities, skills, and merit. Economists who believe the American economy perfectly
allocates wealth according to “worth” are exceedingly rare. Despite the research of experts, the prevalence of the
“bootstraps” narrative has not altered much. According to polling from Cato Institute, 50% of Americans believe that
wealth is a consequence of hard work and grit. Similarly, the study found that the largest percentage of people
believed that poverty was caused by poor life choices. So, are they correct? 

    In America, wealth and poverty are not simply decided by who works the hardest. For example, one’s childhood
economic status plays a prominent role in later wealth. According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Americans
who do not finish high school make $200 less per week on average than those who did, and Americans who finish
bachelor’s degrees make $450 more per week than high school grads. Schooling is clearly an important indicator of
later success. Cognitive scientist and professor at the University of Virginia, Daniel T. Willingham, offers insight into
how low socioeconomic status (SES) students are dealt a terrible hand in schooling, dividing the issue into family
investment and stress factors. For example, with less money, parents cannot buy as many books, computers, and
tutors. They have inadequate access to health care and a healthy diet, causing children to miss school more often.
They may live in cramped housing, making peaceful studying difficult. In terms of stress, students with low SES are
more likely to live in crime-ridden neighborhoods. Low SES parents are more likely to have strict and inconsistent
parenting methods, and they are less likely to talk to their children and build important bonds that will help the child
throughout school (Willingham). Due to their lack of family investment and increased stress, for a poor child, not
comprehending basic lessons in school is a huge setback that can put them on a path to ruin. These setbacks are not
faced by children coming from wealth.  The result of these circumstances is low income 16-24 year-olds having 4
times the high school dropout rate of their high-income equivalents (American Psychologist Association). When
children coming from poor families are dealt a poor hand in education, they are given a ticket to the same poverty
they grew up in, because in today’s economy, education is more important than ever. This is caused by their parents’



economic situation, and, through no fault of their own, the students perpetuate a generational cycle of poverty.   

    In addition, race and gender play a large role in wealth. For instance, in “pay-for-performance” systems, which
are businesses specifically designed to reward their employees by merit and not personal factors, a study by MIT
professor Emilio J. Castilla revealed that, “Women, ethnic minorities, and non-U.S.-born employees received a
smaller increase in compensation compared with white men, despite holding the same jobs, working in the same units,
having the same supervisors, the same human capital, and importantly, receiving the same performance score”
(Cooper). Even in systems designed to reward people equally, the fact is that people have their own implicit biases.
The gender wage gap has been highly documented, but the gender opportunity gap can be even more jarring.
According to PayScale, an organization with a specific focus on equal wealth distribution for women, “a roughly
equal percentage of men and women begin their careers as individual contributors, i.e. they do not manage people. In
2020, 75 percent of men and 76 percent of women ages 20 to 29 are in individual contributor roles…men are twice
as likely to be directors or executives than women by age 45 or older. A total of 6 percent of women make it into an
executive-level role at any time of their lives while 12 percent of men do" (Payscale). Women have a more arduous
time climbing the corporate ladder than men do, not because of any lack of intelligence, talent, or drive, but because
of employers’ biases. Marianne Cooper, a sociologist at Stanford University, writes that “When people think they
are objective and unbiased then they don’t monitor and scrutinize their own behavior…studies repeatedly show that
stereotypes of all kinds (gender, ethnicity, age, disability etc.) are filters through which we evaluate others, often in
ways that advantage dominant groups and disadvantage lower-status groups” (Cooper). For women, people of color,
and other under-represented groups, being stuck in a dead-end job while one’s white male peers get promoted is all
too common.   

    Yet another thorn in the side of the idea that poor people are making inferior life choices are the current
employment options in the U.S. According to the World Economic Forum, since 1990, manufacturing employment in
the U.S. has decreased by 31%, but manufacturing output has increased by 72%, due to the replacement of workers
with machines and automated systems. Throughout the 20th century, manufacturing had a boom in America, and
along with it, a vigorous battle for quality pay by millions of factory workers. They succeeded, and after WWII
approximately 35% of all workers in the U.S. belonged to unions (United States Department of State). These unions
were able to negotiate with giant companies to provide better wages and working conditions. The loss of these
manufacturing jobs meant a loss in high-quality labor opportunities. In modern times, according to the American Job
Center (sponsored by the U.S. Department of Labor), the 3 most common jobs in America are retail salesperson,
combined food preparation and serving workers, including fast food, and cashiers. These jobs normally require
minimal education, so they can be the only options for low-income people who do not have a college or even a high
school diploma. The largest retail and fast-food chains (Walmart, McDonald’s, Burger King, etc.) do not allow their
employees to join unions, and the companies normally pay their workers approximately minimum wage. The growth
of low-paying jobs leads to one of the most tragic factors of modern poverty, which former Secretary of Labor
Robert B. Reich calls “The Rise of The Working Poor.” In his novel, Saving Capitalism, Reich articulates the
common situation of those in poverty. “The reality is that America’s poor work diligently, often more than forty hours
a week, sometimes in two or more jobs. Yet they and their families remain poor” (Reich). The greatest tragedy of the
American economy is the number of people who have great amounts of work ethic and dedication, but cannot move
up in the world. Parents working minimum wage jobs to put food on the table for their children do not have the time
or money to earn a college degree that would increase their salary, and will stay in that situation until people in
power change the system.  
Prevailing narratives around poverty aren’t just harmless conversations, they impact people’s lives. The author of
The Shame Game, Mary O’Hara, shares her own experience in poverty as a child living in the U.K. She writes that
“every single day, people all over the U.S. and the U.K. live with the gross injustice that is being poor and with the
humiliation of being blamed for circumstances beyond their control. It doesn’t have to be this way. It really doesn’t.
Being poor is not inevitable or due to personal flaws” (O’Hara). O’Hara recalls what it felt like to have her father
go to food banks, to be judged by girls for her cheap clothes, and to realize that she lived in a slum. These feelings
of social isolation exacerbate the previously mentioned levels of stress that low SES people and their children
regularly experience. As previously mentioned, people in poverty generally already have rough home lives, but when
they go to school and get judged by their peers because of their financial situation, the stress is compounded. 
 
    Negative attitudes toward people in poverty allow even our politicians to get away with “poor-blaming”
sentiments. When speaking about his colleagues’ tax plan, former Speaker of The House John Boehner said, “This
idea that has been born, maybe out of the economy over the last couple years, that you know, I really don’t have to
work. I don’t really want to do this. I think I’d rather just sit around. This is a very sick idea for our country”



(Vlosky). A statement like this, from a person in power, is morally reprehensible, absolutely unsympathetic, and most
importantly, false. Over the past 10 years (COVID-19 pandemic withstanding), unemployment has been at record
lows, but economic inequality has only grown (Reich). Despite the evidence, Boehner and many government
colleagues (both Democrat and Republican), have resorted to these common colloquies. Politicians are citizens with
the power and duty to make an economy that works for everyone. Rather than fixing these disparities, they
perpetuate them, and corporations driving inequality have a rapidly growing influence in government. Over the years,
we have seen an increase in political campaign donations from large businesses, in part due to the Citizens United
Supreme Court case which allowed committees not directly involved with a campaign to receive unlimited funding.
This decision permits corporations and incredibly wealthy individuals to donate as much to political causes as they
wish and decide what elected representatives will do with their power. Today, most bills introduced to Congress are
made by lobbyists, rather than Congresspeople. The increasing importance of money in politics has led to the
deregulation of large corporations and an increasing unwillingness by the government to make policies that would
harm corporations’ profit margins. It is easy to imagine why a senator would refuse to sign a bill increasing the
federal minimum wage when they were elected because of the profits businesses earned by paying their workers low
wages. Politicians can get away with neglecting the lower working class of America because so much of the upper
and middle class believe these common anti-poverty narratives. Leaders can get away with such negligence because,
despite their lack of truth, these narratives have become a part of our culture. 
   
    One proposed solution to incredible income inequality is to provide a guaranteed basic income. Guaranteed basic
income is government-provided money given to each citizen which can cover their most basic costs of living, such as
the price of food, water, and shelter. Despite the necessity of these resources, many critics have argued that
guaranteed income would stop people from working. In 1974, Dauphin, Canada began their own guaranteed basic
income program. In the numerous studies taken of the town, researchers found that children did better in school,
hospitalization rates declined, domestic violence reports decreased, and most importantly to critics of guaranteed
basic income, people generally did not quit their jobs (unless they were students or new mothers) (Bregman). The
Dauphin experiment was able to essentially disprove the common objections people have with guaranteed basic
income, and people’s minds have been slowly shifting about the concept. Political outsider Andrew Yang was able to
garner significant support during his 2020 bid for the Democratic Presidential nomination, largely because of his
signature proposal, the “Freedom Dividend.” The freedom dividend is a monthly payment of $1,000 to each
American citizen, which would supplement the income Americans have lost because of automation (Yang). Despite
not receiving the party’s nomination, Yang has remained an outspoken member of the Democratic Party. He was able
to convince Americans of the practicality and usefulness of guaranteed basic income, which expanded the idea’s
prevalence in modern culture, and increased the likelihood that a solution like guaranteed basic income could become
a reality.

    There are many proposed solutions to fixing the nation’s lack of social mobility. For instance, employers may want
to consider attempting blind audition challenges for hiring new workers. These function as a strange interview.
Applicants are given a task to perform that they would have to accomplish at their job, employers look at results
without seeing exactly who the person is, and they make a decision. The Silicon Valley start-up Gap.Jumpers
attempted hiring this way, and 60% of the talent they selected came from under-represented groups. When it comes
to tackling the narrative of poverty being the fault of individuals, progress is currently being made by Project Twist-
It. Project Twist-It was made to change the attitudes around poverty by creating new ones. They are a group of
activists, campaigners, and artists, who are working to change how the average person views poverty by educating
about poverty, prompting honest discussions, and writing new and accurate stories. Project Twist-It is a great
initiative, but even with its efforts, change can only happen from the ground up. People need to know the truth, they
need to be the ones having the honest discussions that Twist-It centers around, and they need to hold their leaders
accountable for their words and actions. The average person must support politicians who have a record of voting
for policies that weaken corporations and strengthen workers, or better yet, vote for politicians who do not take
donations from large corporations. When they use their voice and vote, there will be change forced from the lowest
class to the top. 
   
    It is evident that in most cases, poverty is the fault of factors outside of one’s control, such as family, race, and
gender. However, despite the fact America is not a meritocratic society where social mobility is common, to give up
on such an ideal economy would be foolish. There are steps, through policy, personal decision, and culture, that can
make the United States of America a more equitable society for everyone, where the American dream is just a hard
day’s work away. 


