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Dedication

For every worker in the United States of America who ever wondered why working harder never seemed to be enough.

PREFACE

John’s father worked in a factory for thirty-one years. He ran a punch press for a mid-sized manufacturing company in the industrial Midwest, the kind of plant that doesn't exist much anymore — a union shop, decent wages, health insurance that actually covered things, a pension that meant something. He wasn't a wealthy man, but he owned a house. He took his family on vacation every summer. He put two kids through college without borrowing a dime. When he retired, he retired. He didn't work until he dropped, didn't die with medical debt, didn't spend his final years choosing between prescriptions and groceries.

He thought that was normal. So did I.

But it wasn't normal. It was the product of a specific set of political and economic choices made in a specific period of American history — choices that have since been systematically unmade, one policy at a time, over the course of my adult lifetime. Both John’s and my father's worlds didn't disappear because the economy outgrew it. It was taken apart, piece by piece, by people who understood exactly what they were doing and profited enormously from the results.

I came to understand this slowly, the way you understand most important things — not in a single moment of revelation but through the accumulation of evidence that eventually becomes impossible to explain away. I saw it in the faces of people I spoke to over years of writing. I saw it in the data — in the charts that show the moment, sometime around 1980, when productivity and wages diverged, when the economy kept growing but the people doing the work stopped sharing in that growth. And I saw it eventually in my family. The plant closed. The pension fund paid out at cents on the dollar. The union became a memory. The workers who replaced my father's generation — who work harder, produce more, and live with far less security than he ever did — are not less deserving. They are less powerful. And they are less powerful because the rules were changed.

That question — why, in the wealthiest country in the history of human civilization, are so many people struggling so hard just to stay in place? — is what this book is about.

I want to be clear about what I'm arguing and what I'm not. This is not an argument against capitalism. I believe in markets, in competition, in the power of entrepreneurship to generate innovation and prosperity. What I don't believe is that the version of capitalism currently operating in the United States is serving most of its participants. The minimum wage didn't stagnate because the market said so. Insulin didn't become unaffordable because of forces beyond human control. Housing didn't become inaccessible to nurses and teachers because of some iron law of economics. These result from deliberate choices — choices made by people with the power to make them, dressed up in the language of inevitability but amounting to nothing more than the preferences of the powerful given the force of law.

None of this is fate. All of it is policy. And policy can be changed.

This book is not a counsel of despair. It is, I hope, a counsel of clarity — a plain account of what has happened, how it happened, who made it happen, and what a fresh set of choices might produce. The history of American capitalism includes periods of genuine reform, moments when the organized power of ordinary citizens was sufficient to rewrite the rules in ways that made the economy work for more people. Those moments required understanding and the stubborn refusal to accept that the way things are is the way things have to be.

My father believed the system was fair because, for him, for a while, it was. I am writing this for the people it stopped being fair to — and for the country that cannot afford, much longer, to pretend otherwise.
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There is a woman in Phoenix, Arizona, named Maria. She is a registered nurse with seventeen years of experience. She works twelve-hour shifts in a cardiac care unit, monitoring the vital signs of people whose hearts are failing, administering medications whose dosages must be exact, making decisions whose margins of error are measured not in percentage points but in human lives. She is, by any reasonable measure, essential. By the measure of the market in which she lives, she is unaffordable.

Maria earns $72,000 a year — a salary that would have placed her comfortably in the middle class a generation ago. Today, in the metropolitan area where her hospital is located, the median home price exceeds $420,000. A thirty-year mortgage on a median home, with a standard down payment and current interest rates, would consume more than half her take-home pay. She rents. Every year, her rent increases. Every year, the gap between what she earns and what it costs to simply exist in the city where she works grows a little wider.

In rural Ohio, there is a man named Dennis. He is fifty-three years old and was diagnosed with Type 1 diabetes at the age of nine. Insulin is not a lifestyle choice for Dennis. It is the compound that keeps him alive. For most of his adult life, Dennis worked in manufacturing and received employer-sponsored health insurance that covered his insulin at a manageable cost. Then his plant closed — moved to Mexico, the foreman said, even though the company's profits that year were the highest in its history. Dennis found other work, piecing together income from two part-time jobs that provided no benefits. His insulin, a molecule whose basic formula has not changed since 1921, now costs him $340 per vial. He needs three vials a month. He rations. Some months he goes to Canada, a seven-hour round trip, where the exact same insulin costs $28.

In New Jersey, there is a warehouse worker named Tyrone. He is thirty-one years old, fit, disciplined, and productive. He picks, packs, and ships between three hundred and four hundred orders per shift for a company whose founder is among the ten wealthiest people on Earth. Tyrone earns $19.50 per hour, which sounds reasonable until you learn that this wage, adjusted for inflation, is lower in genuine purchasing power than the minimum wage his parents earned in 1978. The company's profits have tripled in the past decade. Executive compensation has increased by multiples. Tyrone received a onetime $500 bonus during the pandemic, which the company announced in a press release that described their workforce as their “greatest asset.”

These are not exceptional stories. They are the American story, told three hundred million times in variations of the same essential theme: an economy of staggering, historically unprecedented wealth that has, over the course of fifty years, become systematically unaffordable for the people who do the work that generates it.

This is not a book about capitalism's failure. It is a book about capitalism's capture.

The distinction matters enormously. Failure implies a system that tried and fell short. Capture describes something more precise and more culpable: a system that was deliberately restructured, rule by rule, regulation by regulation, tax provision by tax provision, over the course of half a century, to serve an increasingly narrow slice of the population at the expense of everyone else. The economy did not drift into this condition. It was engineered into it by people who understood exactly what they were doing and benefited handsomely from the results.

The evidence for this argument is not subtle. Since 1979, American worker productivity — the output produced per hour of work — has increased by over 60 percent. Over the same period, the compensation of the median worker has increased by roughly 18 percent, adjusted for inflation. The difference between those two numbers — the gap between what workers produce and what they are paid — represents trillions of dollars that were redirected, year after year, from wages and benefits toward corporate profits, executive compensation, and shareholder returns. The mechanism for this redirection was not the market operating freely. It was a market operating under rules that were written, lobbied for, litigated over, and enforced by those with the most to gain from their terms.

This book traces those rules: where they came from, who wrote them, what they cost, and what it would take to change them. It is organized into four parts. The first examines the ideological revolution of the 1970s and 1980s that reoriented American capitalism away from shared prosperity and toward pure
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