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The Wealth Paradox

The West is currently in the grip of a perfect storm: a lingering economic
recession, a global refugee crisis, declining faith in multiculturalism and the
rise of populist anti-immigration parties. These developments seem to
conûrm the widely held view that hardship and poverty fuel social unrest
and,more speciûcally, scapegoating ofminorities. Yet in this provocative new
book, Mols and Jetten present compelling evidence to show that prejudice
and intergroup hostility can be equally prevalent in times of economic
prosperity, and among more afûuent sections of the population. Integrating
theory and research from social psychology, political science, sociology and
history, the authors systematically investigate why positive factors such as
gratiûcation, economic prosperity and successmay also fuel negative attitudes
and behaviours. The Wealth Paradox provides a timely and important re-
evaluation of the role that economic forces play in shaping prejudice.
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Preface

The Western world appears to be in the midst of a perfect storm: the
impact of a deep and protracted economic crisis has barely subsided
when we are confronted with the largest movement of displaced
people since World War II. No wonder there is a declining faith in
multiculturalism and a growing concern about free markets, open
borders and immigration – all creating the perfect conditions for the
rise of far-right parties and populist movements seeking to persuade
us, it is time to curb immigration. Similar developments can be
witnessed in the United States where the issue of immigration has
become politicised by President Donald Trump’s election promise to
build a wall on the US border to keep Mexican migrants out.
Sentiments underlying opposition to Syrian refugees in Europe and
Mexican immigrants in the United States appear to be identical:
economic hardship and crises provide ‘fertile soil’ for radical right-
wing parties and anti-immigration movements.

What is more, the popularity of parties such as the French Front
National, the Belgian Vlaams Blok, the Swiss People’s Party, and the
Greek ‘Golden Dawn’ party is typically attributed unreservedly to
growing hardship among low-income earners in cities and regions
facing economic decline. However, what tends to receive little air-time
is (a) thatmost of these parties rose to prominence in the 1990s, an era of
unprecedented growth and prosperity, (b) that far-right parties were able
to do exceptionally well in wealthy countries, such as Switzerland,
Austria and Australia, and, perhaps most strikingly, (c) that these
populist parties tend to attract voters with above-average incomes.

At the time of ûnalising this book in 2016, there were two landmark
political events that would underscore the pertinence of our research
into the link between afûuence and the hardening of attitudes. The ûrst
event was the Brexit referendum in the United Kingdom on June 23rd,
whereby the winning ‘Leave’ campaigners were accused of using

xi

www.cambridge.org/9781107079809
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-107-07980-9 — The Wealth Paradox
Frank Mols, Jolanda Jetten
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

deceptive populist tactics. The second event was Donald Trump’s
surprise victory on November 8th, which was seen as yet another
triumph for populist politics. Unfortunately, given the timing of these
events, it was impossible to include an analysis of them in this book.
However, also here, the exit-poll analyses conûrmed in both cases that
populist parties and leaders can count on support from voters with
above-average incomes.1

Even though these statistics are telling, it appears that rather than to
take a broader historical perspective and to examine why populist
parties enjoy popularity in times of economic prosperity and among
more afûuent voters, it has become more common to attribute the
successes of successful far-right movements to the Global Financial
Crisis (GFC) and its ramiûcations for ordinary citizens affected by the
crisis. The idea that ‘harsh times produce harsh attitudes’ is of course
not new, and can be found under different guises in different literatures.
More importantly here, it continues to inform the vast majority of
studies into social movements, contentious politics, far-right voting
and outgroup hostility.

However, to view post-GFC events exclusively through this economic
crisis lens would be to ignore growing empirical evidence that wealth and
prosperity can also be associated with hostility towards other groups.
If one starts to investigate these issues more systematically, there
seems to be robust empirical evidence showing that intergroup
hostility (and anti-immigration sentiments more speciûcally) can
surge in times of economic prosperity, and among relatively afûuent
groups. When considering these trends, it becomes clear that the rise
in living standards and general wealth, as experienced in most Western
countries over the last two or three decades, has not increased tolerance
for minorities in society. If anything, there appears to be a growing
number of groups, movements and political parties openly advocating

1 We elaborate these points in an online article entitled ‘Why Brexit and Trump are
NOTworking class revolts’ (ABCReligion and Ethics, 15November 2016, www
.abc.net.au/religion/articles/2016/11/15/4575585.htm). In this online
publication we cite work by Dorling (2016), who analysed Brexit exit polls and
found that two-thirds of those turning out to vote were middle-class. Of all those
who voted ‘Leave’ 59% were middle-class (A, B or C1), as opposed to 24% of
voters in the lowest two social classes (D, E). Likewise, Jonathan Rothwell and
Pablo Diego-Rosell examined Gallup pre-election survey data and found that
Trump voters earn more than average, not less. They are also less likely than
non-voters to have been affected by globalisation and immigration.

xii Preface
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anti-immigrant sentiments. Prime ministers and other political leaders
have followed suit by openly declaring multiculturalism a failure. But
why would prosperity be associated with hostility towards minorities
rather than with greater tolerance?

In this book, we provide evidence for a ‘wealth paradox’. We show
that, ironically, wealth, prosperity and afûuence may be associated
with scorn for minorities and immigrants. Whereas the vast majority
of books and articles examining hardening attitudes focus on material
grievances among those at the bottom of society, our focus will be on
the psychology of those who feel they are ûnancially and materially
better off than others. Although most of us will agree that life is easier
for wealthier people, as we will show, the well-off have their own
anxieties, and, as we will also show, these anxieties can just as easily
translate into harsher attitudes towards those who are less well off.

We are aware that this proposition might seem to go against
everything we thought we knew about the link between economic
conditions and outgroup hostility. However, the empirical research
evidence we present (which includes evidence that challenges the
standard textbook interpretation of a link between the 1930s Great
Depression and the rise of Nazi movement) demands a fundamental
rethink: wealth and prosperity can, under some conditions, also be
associated with hardening of attitudes and more negativity towards
minorities.

In this book, we provide an analysis that offers a ûrst step towards
such a fundamental rethink. Drawing from classic social identity
theorising, we explain the wealth paradox by focusing on why and
when attitudes among the wealthy can harden. This analysis not only
ûlls a clear gap, it also breaks new theoretical ground. We hope that this
will trigger further theoretical innovation in an already well-established
literature examining far-right voting, ‘contentious politics’, political and
social attitude formation, anti-minority sentiments, group status and
prejudice.

There are a few additional points to make about this book. First, our
overview aims to be multidisciplinary and integrative. Even though
many social scientists have theorised the relationship between the
economic or social standing of a group and their tolerance towards
immigrants, it is also fair to say that theoretical insights obtained in one
discipline typically have little or no impact in other disciplines. In this
book, we bring together and integrate work from across the social

Preface xiii
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sciences (e.g. social psychological, sociological, historical and political
sciences theorising). Second, and related to the ûrst point, because we
provide an analysis that draws on different ûelds of social science
research, we have been able to study the wealth paradox at the micro,
meso and macro levels, using different methods and theoretical
concepts. We feel that, by drawing from and building on expertise in
all these areas and at different levels, we have achieved real theoretical
and empirical progress. As such, we hope that this book will galvanise
work in this area and provide direction for future research.

xiv Preface
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