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Initiating Change: The Political and Economic Systems that Divides Us 

In a time of increasing social diversity and diverging political views, it has become easier 

to focus on the differences that divide groups of people. From race to ethnicity to political 

alignment, the country has developed a tendency to identify with a group while separating 

themselves from others, further widening a gap between opposing views. Political and economic 

policies that do no favors in bridging this divide only exacerbate these differences. If anything is 

to be done about this problem, change needs to start there. Rather than focus on making change 

socially, people should focus on political and economic reform in order to reshape a national 

identity and bridge the differences that divide people. 

A major source of most of the inequality in this country stems from economic policy. If 

there were to be one area where the economic inequality was the most obvious, it would be with 

the tax system. Joseph Stiglitz makes several observations that show the imbalances of the tax 

system in his article, “A Tax System Stacked Against the 99 Percent.” First, he points out that 

the top one percent of Americans paid only around “20 percent of all American Taxes” (142). 

This shows that the extremely wealthy people in the country do not pay enough in taxes, which 

forces less fortunate people to bear the burden. He also mentions that this one percent now owns 

“40 percent of the nation’s wealth” (142). This shows that more and more money goes to the top, 

leaving less for those at the bottom. This gap in the country’s wealth points to an issue of 
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unfairness in the tax system that should be addressed. A major component in bridging the 

differences that divide the country is fairness, because if people do not feel like a system is fair, 

they will be less supportive of that system. Stiglitz argues that a fair economic system is 

important to building a national identity, which ties into something that J. D. Vance mentions in 

his article, “Hillbilly Elegy.” He explains that the loss of patriotism in his community had an 

effect similar to “losing something akin to a religion” (117). This shows that it is crucial for 

communities and the country as a whole to have some sort of identity. However, this identity can 

not form if 99 percent of the population feels like they are treated unfairly. If anything is going to 

be done about bringing people closer together and creating a better society, the tax system needs 

to be addressed and made fair the 99 percent.  

While the income gap between the one percent and 99 percent is widely known, there is 

another unfair aspect of the tax system that does not get as much coverage, even though it affects 

a large part of the population. Not only do the lower classes pay a significant amount of taxes, 

but those tax dollars are also used disproportionately to benefit some more than others. This is 

another example of how the economic system is unfair to many people. Robert Leonard explains 

this unfairness in his article, “Why Rural America Voted for Trump.” Here, he mentions that 

urban areas and large cities tend to be much more democratic, and that more is spent in these 

areas on services and infrastructure than in rural, republican areas. This is significant because he 

argues that people in rural areas feel that their tax dollars are spent on “making city residents live 

better” (137). It is true that more money is put into urban areas, which tend to lean blue and are 

also “where most laws are written and passed” (137). This has several negative effects on people 

living in rural areas, one of them being that they feel they are being treated unfairly. The money 
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they pay in taxes goes to improving the life of someone living in a wealthy city, while the small 

towns fall into disrepair. This ties back to what Stiglitz said earlier about the unfair tax system. 

While Stiglitz highlights the ways the tax system is unfair to the 99 percent, Leonard argues that 

the way those tax dollars are used is unfair. This feeling of unfairness and underrepresentation 

draws a line between not just people from different parts of the country, but Democrats and 

Republicans as a whole. It becomes easy for Republicans to feel that “their world is under siege,” 

and that Democrats are some sort of enemy (138). This highlights the differences between people 

from different areas and creates frustration in those that feel treated unfairly. A society in which 

this mindset thrives is not only unhealthy, it is unsustainable. This shows that in order to bridge 

differences between people, there needs to be reform in not just the tax system, but the economy 

as a whole.  

The problems of the economic system are tied closely to issues in the judicial system, 

which also need to be looked at. Michelle Alexander analyzes how the failure of the judicial 

system makes it harder for people of color to succeed in her article titled “The New Jim Crow.” 

She argues that the penal system disproportionately targets people of color and compares it to “a 

new racial caste system” (98). It is also important to note that people of all races “use and sell . . . 

drugs at . . . similar rates” (93). Despite this, she points out that 80 percent of African American 

men “have criminal records, and are subject to . . . discrimination” (94). This shows the penal 

system treats people of color unfairly. However, Barack Obama’s opinion on the subject 

contrasts Alexander’s pessimistic view of how African Americans are treated today. In his 

“Howard University Commencement Speech,” he takes a much more optimistic approach. He 

makes the assertion that America is “by almost every measure better” than when when he 
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graduated from college (153). His view of the situation contrasts with Alexander’s because while 

she focuses on the the larger issues in society, Obama focuses on the improvements. That is not 

to say, though, that these issues have any less significance. They must be recognized and 

addressed. Since people with criminal records lose many rights, like voting, employment and 

certain benefits, the penal system’s disproportionate targeting of people of color drives a racial 

gap in the country, making it harder for people of color to succeed. Alexander believes that the 

solution to this problem starts with a new consensus on the “role of race in . . . our society” 

(101). In order to close this gap, the judicial and penal system need to be made fair by not 

targeting a single race.  

It may be difficult to imagine a society where there are close to no social, political, or 

economic divides. Because of this, inspiring change is also difficult, but it is necessary if any 

anything going to be done about the inequalities in society. Since these divides seem to 

encompass so many aspects of society, finding a place to begin is another challenge. However, it 

is important to remember that change must be made in more areas than one. It will take more 

than just awareness of a problem to fix anything. Actual reforms in policy are also necessary to 

perpetuate change. This is why starting with economic and political unfairness is important, 

because if reform were made in these areas that discouraged the divides between people, actual 

change could be made, and the gap of differences that divide the country could finally begin to 

close rather than widen. 
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