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Sieglinde Lemke’s new book Inequality, Poverty, and Precarity in Contemporary American 

Culture takes as its subject the increasing visibility of unevenly distributed wealth, and 

the suffering that it entails, in the twenty-first century US. This new visibility occurred, 

according to Lemke’s helpful outline, in three stages. In the first, running from roughly 

2001 to 2007, academics began to discuss the widening income gap in the US while a 

few popular books such as Barbara Ehrenreich’s 2001 Nickel and Dimed and David 

Shipler’s 2004 The Working Poor (both of which Lemke addresses in her third chapter) 

documented the plight of the economically disadvantaged. After 2007, these issues 

made their way into popular discourse and political debate, via such vehicles as 

economist Paul Krugman’s New York Times column. Finally, by 2012, reflecting the 

impact of the Occupy movement, talk of the divide between the 1% and everyone else 

became ubiquitous, not only on the left but also on the right. 

 

If, as Mitchum Huehls and Rachel Greenwald Smith argue in the introduction to their 

new collection Neoliberalism and Contemporary Literary Culture, late-stage neoliberalism is 

characterized by the transformation of free market ideology into an unchallenged 

commonsense, then we can understand Lemke’s book as a kind of prehistory of the 

breakup of neoliberalism in 2016. That was the year that neoliberal thought lost its 

invisibility, challenged on the left by a newly thinkable socialism and on the right by 

resentment-driven populism. Of course, it was always wrong to see Donald Trump as 

proposing an alternative to capitalism, and now that the election is over we can 

understand that what he offers is not economic populism but the naked, authoritarian 

assertion of the capitalist order on which neoliberalism tried to put a reasonable face. In 

this respect Trump is the heir of what Lemke points out were the Republican Party’s 

efforts, following Mitt Romney’s various patrician gaffes in 2012, to seize the language 

of inequality for its own benefit. 

 

Lemke contends that contemporary art engages inequality and poverty through a 

strategy exemplified by the third term of her subtitle, precarity.  Addressing herself to 

nonfiction writing and photography, she argues for the existence of a “precarious” art 

defined in terms of content (it represents economic inequality), intent (it seeks to 

overcome it), and form (it does so not through didactic strategies but through modernist 

tactics of alienation and estrangement). Thus, Nickel and Dimed plays on the tension 

between Ehrenreich’s dual role, as a middle-class writer taking on menial jobs to report 

on the lives of the poor, to shift readers away from sympathy for the disadvantaged and 
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toward shame at their own privilege.  And photographs like Dorothea Lange’s 1936 

Migrant Mother (in the book as a precursor, or an atemporal formal example, although 

Lemke doesn’t really say) and Tom Stone’s 2006 no alternative to life simultaneously 

solicit and disrupt identification with their poverty-stricken subjects in order to confer 

upon them an aura of agency. 

 

Lemke is a compelling close reader of prose, and her discussions of Ehrenreich’s and 

Shipler’s books go a long way toward refining our understanding of creative nonfiction 

as formally complex art. She shows, for instance, how Shipler employs anaphora, 

variations in diction, techniques drawn from realist fiction, and “melodramatic plot 

elements” (69), among other techniques, to narrate the story of one family in The 

Working Poor. 

 

Lemke’s readings of photographs, however, raise the biggest problem with her model 

of precarious art—especially insofar as these readings cover terrain that Walter Benn 

Michaels has also staked out in his recent The Beauty of a Social Problem: Photography, 

Autonomy, Economy. While Lemke stresses these photos’ strategies for interrupting 

identification, identification remains her key term, as her reading of Lange’s famous 

image makes clear. Migrant Mother, Lemke contends, “breaks with a general 

indifference toward the destitute . . . raising awareness of and concern for people in 

need” (86). To the extent that Lange and more recent photographers like Stone or Jeff 

Wall undermine identification, they do so only more effectively to fulfill its purpose: to 

make viewers see their poor subjects as all the more human, all the worthier of rescue 

from poverty. 

 

Michaels shares Lemke’s goal of combating economic inequality, but his understanding 

of how art participates in this project couldn’t be more different.  For Lemke, precarious 

art “invites onlookers to feel for the usually anonymous precariat” (86) and in this way 

helps break down “the class divide, not just at the level of representation, but at that of 

the represented” (165); Michaels insists that identification is a form of mystification 

perfectly congruent with the maintenance of inequality. To paraphrase his formulation 

in a variety of places, we shouldn’t want to identify with the poor but to eliminate them. 

 

Even more crucially, Michaels is uninterested in—and argues that photographers like 

Wall are uninterested in—content. The importance for Michaels of a photo like Wall’s 

1982 Mimic, which depicts a racist encounter on a Vancouver street, is that it is in fact 

staged, using professional actors, and, for technological reasons, literally couldn’t be a 

documentary image. For Michaels, this allows the image to move beyond questions of 

identification and to begin to limn the structure of capitalism.  
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Put otherwise, Lemke, for all her interest in and sensitivity to technique, is interested in 

works that function as documentary, while Michaels is drawn to photographs that must 

be read, in the face of the medium’s seeming mimeticism, as fiction. This raises the 

crucial question of whether and how more explicitly fictional forms have also addressed 

economic inequality in the past few decades. Lemke suggests that television shows such 

as Here Comes Honey Boo Boo, The Wire, and Shameless have also taken up the task of 

representing “the dispossessed” (8). But is the value of The Wire that it offers us a 

realistic window into the lives of Baltimore’s poor black population? If so, you’d have to 

say that its structure means that it does the same thing for the city’s police officers—that 

its moral 

is that—not to put too fine a point on it—all lives matter because both black and blue 

lives matter. This is, indeed, a consistent liberal position, one that was literally staged at 

the 2016 Democratic convention—but it’s not one that does much to undermine 

capitalism. 

 

Finally, the problem with Lemke’s model of identification—of middle-class readers and 

viewers who are brought to understand the problems of those in economic distress—is 

that it depends upon and upholds the very version of capitalism that has been 

disappearing in the last two decades. We are well aware of the fact that since the 1970s a 

once prosperous working class has fallen on hard times. What has taken place at a 

slower place, but nonetheless now seems all but complete, is the impoverishment of the 

educated middle class. Lemke is aware of this too: she notes that the precariat includes 

“creative workers” and “adjunct academics” (15) and acknowledges that the category of 

“protagonists who are materially disadvantaged” may now well include “First world 

middle-class individuals and intellectuals” (18). But if this is true—if, as a Guardian 

story from 28 September, 2017 has it, adjunct academics are now moonlighting as sex 

workers and sleeping in cars in order to make ends meet—then it means that there is no 

middle-class “us” that needs to be brought up to speed about a poverty-stricken 

“them.” What we instead need is an understanding of the forces that brought us here, 

so that we can begin to imagine alternatives. 

 

Lemke’s sixth chapter, on the waning power of US exceptionalism, usefully addresses 

one such force. Here Lemke describes how Barack Obama attempted to balance faith in 

US exceptionalism—in the promise of the nation to deliver economic security to all of 

its citizens—with an acknowledgment that it was not, during his presidency, doing so. 

One can understand Obama’s effort to mobilize a form of patriotism in opposition to a 

capitalist economy bound by no such allegiances (a fact Romney’s association with 

foreign bank accounts during the 2012 election had helped bring front and center). But 

as Lemke notes in her genealogy of the discourse on economic inequality, 9/11 helped 

precipitate the economic crash later in the decade insofar as it both led to a massive 
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increase in military spending and gave Bush cover for cutting taxes and deregulating 

the financial sector.  

 

As we now know, it is the Republicans and Donald Trump who have won the political 

battle, at least for the moment, to seize patriotism in the face of capitalism’s failure to 

deliver on its promises. Lemke ends her sixth chapter with the assertion that “Obama’s 

presidential legacy will depend on his, or his successor’s, reaction to the 

dedemocratizing, corrosive effects economic inequality exerts on the nation and its 

people” (153). In this regard, perhaps it’s time to stop trying to resuscitate an 

exceptionalism that has historically been a nationalist extension of capitalism’s own 

brand, as Lemke’s account suggests.   


