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Introduction: The Road Not Taken
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This book is about a fifty-year campaign that used the system’s own rules against the system. It won. The country we live in is the country it produced.

On June 20, 1979, Jimmy Carter stood on the roof of the White House West Wing and dedicated thirty-two solar thermal panels. The oil shock of 1973 had taken a third of the country’s energy supply hostage for months. The Iran hostage crisis was grinding through its eighth month. Carter said the panels would still be supplying cheap energy in the year 2000.

In 1986, Ronald Reagan took them down.

The panels were not the point. The pattern was. Choosing, over and over again across fifty years, the road that served the fewest people most completely. Sometimes the choice was about a roof. Sometimes it was a tax code. Sometimes it was a bank, or a polling station, or a court, or a treaty. The choice was not always made by presidents or Congress. Most of the time it was made by an infrastructure that operated below the level of any single election. Think tanks. Donor networks. Legal foundations. Lobbying operations. Media organizations. The infrastructure was built deliberately, funded generously, and deployed with patience and coordination the other side has never matched.

What that infrastructure took apart was not perfect. Not virtuous. Not fair, the exclusions were real and their costs are still compounding. But wise in a specific, measurable way. We understood what happens when banks gamble with depositors’ money, because we had seen it. Congress wrote a law. The law worked for sixty-six years. We understood what happens when workers have no floor and no power to push back, because we had the graves. We built institutions. For thirty years, wages at the bottom grew faster than wages at the top. We understood what happens when alliances go conditional, when courts get captured, when concentrated private wealth purchases political outcomes, because all of those things had happened before and we had documented exactly what they cost.

The wisdom wasn’t philosophical. It was empirical. We had paid for it in specific catastrophes, and we kept the receipts.

Then, over fifty years, the people who didn’t like what the receipts showed spent a great deal of money making sure everyone forgot.

Carter’s panels were eventually retrieved by Unity College in Maine. They still heat cafeteria water. Carter said in 1979 they would still be working in the year 2000. They are. The road they pointed toward is the one we now desperately need to find again, from a starting point worse by forty years of compounding climate debt and forty years of compounding institutional damage than the one Carter walked away from.

This book is the accounting.

Part One

The Blueprint
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Chapter One: The Memo
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Lewis Powell, August 23, 1971, and the Blueprint for Everything That Followed

Lewis F. Powell Jr. was a tobacco lawyer, counsel to Philip Morris for more than a decade, who had spent years arguing, in various legal and regulatory forums, that the evidence linking cigarettes to cancer was insufficiently established to justify restricting their sale. He understood the value of manufacturing doubt. He understood the value of organized institutional effort against regulatory accountability. He was also a former president of the American Bar Association, a member of eleven corporate boards, and a distinguished Virginia gentleman who had navigated the desegregation era with more grace than most of his contemporaries. He was precisely the right man to write this particular memo.

Eugene Sydnor, the chairman of the education committee of the United States Chamber of Commerce, had asked Powell to write it. The topic was the state of American enterprise. Powell's title was 'Attack on the American Free Enterprise System,' and the 34-page document he produced on August 23, 1971 was, in the words of historian Nancy MacLean, 'a call to arms for the corporate mobilization that we've seen over the ensuing five decades.' Two months after Powell submitted it to Sydnor and the Chamber, President Nixon nominated him to the Supreme Court. He was confirmed, and served until 1987. The memo became public only after his nomination, when columnist Jack Anderson reported its existence in the Washington Post. By then, it had already been quietly distributed to the Chamber's corporate membership, and was being read in boardrooms across the country.

What the Memo Said

Powell was not a paranoid man, but the memo had an edge of alarm. The American free enterprise system, he argued, was 'under broad attack.' The attack came, in his own words, 'from perfectly respectable elements of society: from the college campus, the pulpit, the media, the intellectual and literary journals, the arts and sciences, and from politicians.' Powell did not see this as the natural operation of dissent in a democracy. He saw it as a coalition whose power far exceeded its numbers. Leftist professors reshaping young minds. Consumer advocates like Ralph Nader who had become heroes to the press. Journalists whose instinct was to expose, not celebrate. And a regulatory state that had grown more aggressive in the late 1960s as public concern about corporate behavior, from auto safety to environmental degradation to pharmaceutical deception, had produced genuine legislative results. The Clean Air Act had passed in 1970. OSHA had been established. The EPA had been created. The Federal Trade Commission was filing cases. Nader's Raiders were everywhere. To Powell, this was not the natural operation of democracy. It was an existential threat.

His prescription was not defensive. 'Strength lies in organization,' he wrote, 'in careful long-range planning and implementation, in consistency of action over an indefinite period of years, in the scale of financing available only through joint effort, and in the political power available only through united action.' Powell named his model. 'Business must learn the lesson, long ago learned by labor and other self-interest groups, that political power is necessary; that such power must be assiduously cultivated; and that when necessary, it must be used aggressively and with determination, without embarrassment and without the reluctance which has been so characteristic of American business.' Business needed to learn from the people business had been fighting. He was describing, with unusual candor, exactly what the business community needed to build: a permanent, coordinated, well-funded apparatus for shaping public opinion, the judiciary, the legislative process, and the universities. Not a response to specific regulations, but a comprehensive campaign to shift the entire terrain on which regulatory battles were fought.

The specific recommendations matter because they were all implemented. He called for the Chamber to build 'a staff of highly qualified scholars in the social sciences' who would produce research and analysis supporting business interests. He called for monitoring textbooks and pressuring universities to present 'a balanced viewpoint.' He called for funding speakers bureaus that would place pro-enterprise voices on campuses and in public forums. He called for systematic engagement with the courts. The judiciary, in Powell's view, was where the long war would be won or lost. 'Under our constitutional system,' he wrote, 'especially with an activist-minded Supreme Court, the judiciary may be the most important instrument for social, economic and political change.' Other organizations had figured this out, he noted, citing the American Civil Liberties Union by name as a model the business community should imitate. Business had not figured it out. The corrective Powell prescribed was specific: 'a first-rate staff of lawyers' to litigate in the business community's interests and 'judicial activism of the highest order.' He called for sustained engagement with the media, including organized challenges to broadcast licenses of stations whose coverage was hostile to business. And he called for direct political engagement, funding candidates, engaging the political parties, pursuing legislative agendas at the state as well as federal level.

In a private memo to the Chamber of Commerce, Powell had described the roadmap for what would become the most consequential institutional transformation in American political life since the New Deal.

The Apparatus Assembles

The memo was circulated within Chamber of Commerce circles in late 1971. Initially the document drew little public attention. That changed in 1972 when Jack Anderson obtained it and published excerpts, using it to question whether a man who had written a blueprint for corporate capture of American institutions should sit on the Supreme Court. The controversy was short-lived, Powell was already confirmed, but the publicity put the memo in front of a wider audience of exactly the people it was designed to reach. Corporate executives read it. Conservative philanthropists read it. And they acted on it.

In 1971, before the memo, only 176 corporations had public affairs offices in Washington, D.C. By 1980, nine years after the memo was circulated, there were 2,445 companies with Washington offices, supported by 9,000 registered lobbyists and 60,000 trade association employees. That is not a coincidence of market forces. It is the deliberate implementation of a specific strategy by people who had read a specific document and taken it seriously. Coors, Scaife, Olin, Bradley, and the Kochs built the apparatus, deliberately, in response to Powell’s call.

The Heritage Foundation was founded in 1973 by Paul Weyrich with seed money from beer magnate Joseph Coors, who reportedly was moved to act in part by the Powell memo. The American Enterprise Institute, which had been a modest operation, received enormous infusions of corporate funding and expanded its staff and output dramatically. The Cato Institute was founded in 1977 with Koch money. The Pacific Legal Foundation, the first of the corporate-funded public interest law firms Powell had called for, was founded in 1973, housed in the Sacramento Chamber of Commerce building, with 80 percent of its income from corporations and corporate foundations. ALEC (the American Legislative Exchange Council) was founded in 1973 by Paul Weyrich to produce corporate-drafted legislation at the state level. Its specific mechanics are described in the next section of this chapter.

In 1973, the Chamber of Commerce organized two Powell Memo Task Force meetings to accelerate the agenda. One was held at Disney World and was attended by Gerald Ford, then Republican House minority leader and soon to be president, along with CBS president Richard Jenks, ABC executive James Hagerty, and newspaper magnate Edward Scripps II. A second meeting in Dallas featured a speech by a young television producer named Roger Ailes, who had made his reputation managing Richard Nixon's television strategy in 1968. Ailes would go on to found Fox News in 1996. His presence at a Powell Memo Task Force meeting in 1973 was not incidental. He was already embedded in the network Powell had called into existence, doing the media work that network required.

The Federalist Society

The Federalist Society for Law and Public Policy Studies was founded in 1982 by conservative law students at Yale, Harvard, and Chicago, with funding from the Olin Foundation, the Scaife Foundations, and the Koch networks. Its mission, openly stated, was to build a network of conservative lawyers who could be placed in positions of influence throughout the legal system. Over the following four decades it built exactly the judicial apparatus Powell had called for. The anatomy of that pipeline, and what it produced, is in Chapter Ten. The relevant fact for the Powell story is that the legal infrastructure he asked for was built deliberately, was built openly, and was built by people who understood his memo as a blueprint.

Koch and the Long Game

Powell wrote his memo in 1971. In 1974, Charles Koch, CEO of Koch Industries at the time the second-largest privately held company in the United States, issued what might be called a follow-up document, an essay called 'The Anti-Capitalist Mentality,' which argued corporations were being forced to subsidize universities hostile to their agenda and that CEOs were putting too few strings on their philanthropic giving. Koch had read Powell's memo and concluded it did not go far enough. Over the following decades, Koch and his brother David would spend more than $1.5 billion building the political infrastructure to implement the Powell agenda at a scale Powell had not imagined. The Koch network, channeling money through a labyrinth of nonprofit organizations specifically designed to obscure the source of funds, raised $578 million and spent $548 million in the 2024 election cycle alone. Charles Koch transferred more than $5 billion of Koch Industries stock into his political network's nonprofit organizations between 2020 and 2022.

The network's model was not just campaign contributions. It was the construction of permanent institutional capacity across every domain Powell had identified. Think tanks producing the economic arguments for deregulation and tax cuts. Legal foundations litigating those positions in the courts. Campus organizations building the pipeline of young conservatives into positions of influence. State-level policy shops in all fifty states translating national agenda items into state legislation. And the funding infrastructure that connected the pieces to each other and sustained them between election cycles. This is what it looks like when a serious political project operates at scale across decades. It does not look like a conspiracy. It looks like an institution.

What the Memo Produced

Some historians argue the memo is overrated as a causal factor, that the institutions it described would have been built anyway, because the interests behind them were powerful and the political conditions were favorable. This may be partly true. The Koch brothers did not need Powell to tell them that concentrated private wealth should be deployed in defense of policies favorable to concentrated private wealth.

But the memo did something specific that mattered: it provided a framework for coordination. Individual corporations acting in their own immediate interests tend to focus on their specific regulatory and legislative problems. The Powell memo argued for collective action across the entire terrain, not just fighting specific regulations, but reshaping the institutions through which all regulations were produced. It named the universities, the media, the courts, and the legislature as simultaneous targets. It called for patience across 'an indefinite period of years.' It said, explicitly, that strength lies in organization and scale and consistency. These are not instinctive behaviors for executives trained to focus on quarterly results. They are strategic behaviors that require a framework to sustain. The Powell memo provided the framework.

Fifty years after it was written, the results are measurable. The top marginal income tax rate has fallen from 70 percent to 37 percent. Union density in the private sector has fallen from 35 percent to 6 percent. The Supreme Court has a 6-3 conservative supermajority whose members were selected through the pipeline the Powell network built. Campaign finance limits have been eliminated through legal strategies the Powell network developed and executed. ALEC model bills have become law hundreds of times in state legislatures across the country. The regulatory state that Powell feared has been substantially weakened through a combination of budget cuts, legal challenges, and the placement of industry-aligned officials in the agencies responsible for regulating their industries.

Powell was nominated to the Supreme Court less than two months after he submitted the memo. From the bench, he spent fifteen years doing exactly what he had called for from the outside: engaging the courts as a vehicle for expanding the constitutional rights of corporations and limiting the authority of government to regulate them. His 1978 opinion in First National Bank of Boston v. Bellotti held for the first time that corporations had First Amendment rights to spend money on ballot initiatives, a precedent that would eventually lead, through a chain of decisions the Powell network helped construct, to Citizens United v. Federal Election Commission in 2010. Powell did not live to see Citizens United. He did live to see the foundation being laid.

The memo was not a conspiracy document. It was a strategic plan. The difference matters. Conspiracies are hidden and fragile and tend to collapse under scrutiny. Strategic plans are public and robust and get implemented more effectively when more people understand them. The Powell memo was circulated to business executives who were supposed to read it and act on it. Many of them did. The institutions it called for were built openly, funded transparently enough for tax purposes, and operated in public view. What they produced is the political terrain of the United States in the early twenty-first century. You are living in the results of that memo. The question this book is asking is whether you would like to continue.

The State-Level Machine

While the Federalist Society worked the federal judiciary and the Heritage Foundation worked Congress and the media, ALEC worked the states. The American Legislative Exchange Council operates on a model that has no equivalent in American politics. State legislators pay fifty dollars per year to join. Corporations pay between seven thousand and twenty-five thousand dollars annually, plus additional fees for task force participation. In return, the corporate members and legislators sit together in closed-door task force meetings where they vote on model legislation that the legislators then introduce in their state houses. ALEC's own internal documents describe the organization as a business: 'ALEC must begin to function more like a business, and recognize that it has a product that it provides to a defined customer base for a profit. ALEC's product is policy, and its customers are state legislators and private sector members.'

What this means in practice is that corporations draft or propose legislation, vote on it with legislators as co-equals in the room, and then those legislators introduce the resulting bills at home, usually without disclosing where the language came from. The Center for Media and Democracy obtained 850 ALEC model bills in 2011 through a document leak. The scope was astonishing: bills to weaken labor unions, loosen environmental regulations, mandate photo ID requirements for voting, privatize prisons, block renewable energy standards, limit consumer lawsuits against corporations, and prevent cities from passing minimum wage ordinances. Between 2010 and 2018, ALEC-connected model legislation was introduced in state legislatures approximately 2,900 times. More than 600 such bills were enacted into law. Approximately 200 ALEC model bills become law each year across the country.

ALEC receives more than 98 percent of its revenues from corporations, corporate trade groups, and corporate foundations. Its funding sources have included Koch Industries, ExxonMobil (which donated $1.4 million from 1998 to 2009), and foundations funded by the Coors, Scaife, Bradley, and DeVos families. It has one Democrat out of 104 people in legislative leadership positions. It describes itself as nonpartisan. The pretense is maintained because it is useful. The reality is that ALEC functions as a lobbying operation for the interests of its corporate funders, conducted at the scale of all fifty state legislatures simultaneously, with the costs hidden behind the fig leaf of a nonprofit educational organization.

Roger Ailes and the Television Plan

Roger Ailes was 30 years old when he met Richard Nixon at the Mike Douglas Show in 1967. Nixon appeared as a guest; Ailes was the executive producer. Nixon complained that television was a gimmick. Ailes replied that if Nixon thought so, he would lose again. Nixon hired him. Ailes spent the following years working as a Republican media consultant, eventually managing the television strategy for Nixon's successful 1968 campaign and later for Reagan and George H.W. Bush.

In 1970, Ailes and other Nixon aides drafted a memo titled 'A Plan for Putting the GOP on TV News,' which was buried in the Nixon Presidential Library until Gawker obtained it in 2011. The memo proposed sidestepping the 'prejudices of network news' by delivering 'pro-administration' video content directly to local television stations, which would broadcast it as news. The plan described its audience with a contempt that would have been unsettling if stated publicly: 'People are lazy. With television you just sit, watch, listen. The thinking is done for you.' Nixon wrote in the margin: 'This is an excellent idea.' The network was not built in the Nixon years, Watergate intervened, but the intellectual blueprint was in place. Ailes spent the intervening decades as a Republican media consultant, attending Powell Memo Task Force meetings in 1973, working for Big Tobacco's PR campaigns, and eventually becoming the founding president of Fox News, which launched on October 7, 1996.

Fox News was not the first attempt at this project. In the early 1970s, Joseph Coors, the same beer magnate who funded the Heritage Foundation in response to Powell's memo, funded Television News Incorporated, an Ailes-helmed news service that supplied local stations with video content that promoted the Republican line while presenting itself as impartial journalism. It failed commercially but established the model. Fox News succeeded because Rupert Murdoch had the capital to sustain it through early losses and the regulatory environment had changed enough to allow consolidation of the kind the Telecommunications Act of 1996 would soon accelerate. By 2002, Fox News had become the most watched cable news channel in the country. It has remained so since.

The Scale of the Achievement

By any honest measurement, the Powell network has succeeded beyond what Powell himself likely imagined when he wrote the memo in 1971. Federal lobbying spending topped $4.5 billion in 2024, compared to essentially nothing organized on this scale in 1971. The number of corporate public affairs offices in Washington went from 176 to 2,445 in the nine years following the memo. The think tank infrastructure that Powell called for now encompasses dozens of well-funded organizations producing thousands of policy papers per year. The legal infrastructure he envisioned now includes not only the Federalist Society but a constellation of public interest law firms litigating for corporate interests in every federal circuit. ALEC operates in all fifty states. The Koch network alone raised and spent more than half a billion dollars in the 2024 election cycle.

None of these organizations describe themselves as implementing the Powell agenda. Each describes itself as advancing sound policy, protecting constitutional rights, promoting economic freedom, or educating citizens about the benefits of limited government. The descriptions are not entirely false. The Federalist Society does produce rigorous legal scholarship. Heritage Foundation analyses occasionally contain useful empirical work. ALEC model bills sometimes address genuine problems in state law. But the direction of effort, toward lower taxes on concentrated wealth, weaker regulatory authority over corporations, expanded corporate constitutional rights, restricted voting access for populations that tend to vote against the interests of concentrated wealth, and a judiciary selected for alignment with these goals, has been consistent for fifty years. That consistency is not coincidental. It is what deliberate, long-term strategic effort looks like when it works.

Lewis Powell wrote the memo because he believed the system he valued was under threat. He was right that organized pressure could shift institutional outcomes. He was right that patience and coordination and funding at scale were required. What he was wrong about was the description of the threat. In 1971, the American system that had produced thirty years of broadly shared prosperity was not under attack from the left. It was working. The regulations he found burdensome were protecting workers and the environment. The unions he saw as destabilizing were maintaining the wage levels that had produced a middle class. The progressive tax structure that he found confiscatory was funding the research and infrastructure on which American productivity depended. What was under threat was not the American system. What was under threat was the ability of concentrated private wealth to operate without democratic accountability. Powell's memo was a plan to protect that ability. That is what the network built.

Sources: Chapter One

The Powell memo is available in full at the Powell Archives and has been analyzed extensively. The definitive account of its influence is Jacob Hacker and Paul Pierson, 'Winner-Take-All Politics' (Simon & Schuster, 2010). For Nancy MacLean's analysis, see 'Democracy in Chains: The Deep History of the Radical Right's Stealth Plan for America' (Viking, 2017). The 176-to-2,445 Washington office data is from Al-Jazeera's interactive 'The People vs. America' documentary series. For the Federalist Society, see Amanda Hollis-Brusky, 'Ideas with Consequences: The Federalist Society and the Conservative Counterrevolution' (Oxford University Press, 2015). For ALEC's operations, see the Center for Media and Democracy's ALEC Exposed database and the Britannica entry on the American Legislative Exchange Council. For the Koch network's spending, see the New York Times's analysis of the network's 2024 tax filings (December 2025) and the Koch political operation spending database maintained by OpenSecrets. Roger Ailes's attendance at the 1973 Powell Memo Task Force meeting is documented in David Sirota's podcast 'Master Plan' (2024) and in The Nation's analysis 'The Powell Memo Helped Create Project 2025' (September 2024). The Ailes 1970 Nixon-era memo 'A Plan for Putting the GOP on TV News' is documented at the Nixon Presidential Library and was reported by Gawker in 2011 and extensively analyzed by Rolling Stone.
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Clara Lemlich and What the Uprising Built

The Triangle fire did not happen in a vacuum. It happened three years after the Uprising of the 20,000, the 1909 strike of shirtwaist workers in New York's garment industry that was the first major strike by women workers in American history. The strike began when a 23-year-old Ukrainian immigrant named Clara Lemlich interrupted a meeting at Cooper Union where labor leaders were debating the merits of a general strike. She demanded the floor. She spoke in Yiddish. She moved that the strike begin. The crowd took the traditional Jewish oath, if I turn traitor to the cause I now pledge, may this hand wither from the arm I now raise, and the general strike was on.

The strike lasted fourteen weeks. Workers at more than 700 shops walked out. Most of the factories eventually signed agreements, but Blanck and Harris refused. They hired replacement workers. They hired private detective agencies to harass picketers. They had strikers arrested. They maintained the locked doors and the long hours and the wages they had set. When the fire came, in 1911, the doors were still locked and the wages were still whatever Blanck and Harris chose to pay and the union was still excluded because Blanck and Harris had decided they preferred it that way and the law gave them the power to maintain that preference.

On March 25, 1911, a fire broke out on the eighth floor of the Asch Building in New York City's Greenwich Village. The building housed the Triangle Shirtwaist Company, which employed approximately 600 workers, most of them young immigrant women, many of them teenagers, almost all of them Jewish or Italian, all of them working for wages that were not enough and in conditions that were not acceptable and with protections that were nonexistent. Within eighteen minutes, 146 of them were dead. They burned. They suffocated from smoke. They fell nine stories to the sidewalk because the alternative was to burn. Witnesses on the street below watched them fall. Some witnesses jumped from the viewing platform of a nearby elevated railway to avoid seeing it. Kate Leone was 14. Rosaria Maltese was 14. Rosie Freedman was 18. Annie Starr was 30. They are four of the 146.

The doors to the stairways were locked. Blanck and Harris, Max Blanck and Isaac Harris, the 'Shirtwaist Kings,' as the trade press called them, the men who had made their fortunes by finding the minimum possible price for human labor and setting it just slightly above that, had ordered the doors locked during working hours. The stated reason was to prevent theft of shirtwaists. The actual reason was also to prevent union organizers from entering the building. In 1909 and 1910, the women of the garment industry had gone on strike, the Uprising of the 20,000, they called it, and Blanck and Harris had refused to negotiate, refused to recognize the union, and maintained their practice of locking the doors. The doors were still locked when the fire started on a Saturday afternoon in March 1911.

The New York state legislature had passed a workmen's compensation law in 1909, which would have made employers liable for workplace injuries and deaths. The law was challenged in court and declared unconstitutional. The ruling striking down the workmen's compensation law came down on March 24, 1911. The day before the Triangle fire. Blanck and Harris were acquitted of manslaughter in December 1911. They collected $60,000 from their fire insurance, which had insured their property for more than it was worth. They paid $75 per victim in civil settlements to the families. They then opened another factory, around the corner, and recreated the same conditions, the same locked doors, the same overcrowded workrooms, the same absence of sprinkler systems. The fire safety legislation passed in response to Triangle did not stop them. Nothing stopped them until 1918, when they finally dissolved the business.

Congress replaced the law. The courts upheld it. States regulated the factories. Employers broke the unions that emerged from those struggles. Congress passed the laws that made the breaking possible. The cycle has been running for more than a century: regulation, resistance, rollback, catastrophe, regulation again. Understanding it as a cycle not as progress in a single direction is essential to understanding what has to be done next.

The Lesson and the Law

The Triangle fire produced an immediate and genuine legislative response. Frances Perkins, who would later become Franklin Roosevelt's Secretary of Labor and the architect of the New Deal's labor protections, witnessed the fire from the street. She later said it was the moment that politicized her. The New York State Factory Investigating Commission was formed within weeks, and over the following four years produced thirty-six new laws reforming the state labor code, covering fire safety, maximum hours, sanitation, child labor, and the rights of workers to organize. New York's response became a model for other states and eventually for federal legislation. The principle embedded in the response was simple and important: the market, left to itself, will not protect workers. The government has to do it, and the government needs enforcement authority to do it, and the enforcement authority needs to be used.

The Wagner Act of 1935, the National Labor Relations Act, created the legal framework for collective bargaining in American industry. It prohibited employers from firing workers for union activity, established the National Labor Relations Board to supervise elections and adjudicate disputes, and for the first time gave workers the legal right to organize and strike without being immediately replaced or imprisoned. The act was not charity. It was a response to decades of evidence that without the countervailing power of organized labor, employers set wages at whatever the market allowed and working conditions at whatever the law, or the absence of law, permitted. The Triangle fire was one data point. There were thousands of others: the coal mines, the steel mills, the meatpacking plants, the textile factories. The Wagner Act represented the encoding of a lesson that cost lives to learn.

The immediate result was an explosion of union membership. In 1935, roughly three million workers were unionized, approximately eight percent of the non-agricultural workforce. By 1945, union membership had reached fourteen million. By 1954, it peaked at approximately 35 percent of the workforce, more than one in three American workers was a union member, and the union contracts those workers negotiated set the wage floor for the entire economy. The period economists call the Great Compression, in which wages grew fastest at the bottom and middle of the income distribution, in which the share of income going to the top declined, in which the middle class expanded, was the period of peak union density. The wages followed the contracts. The contracts followed the law.

The Counter-Campaign

The Taft-Hartley Act of 1947 was the first significant congressional rollback of the Wagner Act. Passed over Truman's veto, it prohibited secondary boycotts, workers in one industry striking in solidarity with workers in another, and allowed states to pass 'right-to-work' laws that permitted workers in unionized shops to decline union membership while still receiving the union-negotiated wages and benefits. The right-to-work provision was designed to undercut union finances, since unions were required to represent all workers in a shop regardless of whether those workers paid dues. By making dues payment optional while keeping representation mandatory, Taft-Hartley created a classic free-rider problem that gradually drained the financial resources of unions in states that adopted the provision.

By 1981, seventeen states had passed right-to-work laws. By 2024, the number was twenty-seven. Each additional state created pressure on manufacturing and other industries in neighboring states to move operations to right-to-work territory, threatening unionized workers with the prospect of job loss if they did not accept wage concessions. The threat was credible because the moves happened. The process created a race to the bottom in labor standards that replicated, within the United States, the dynamic that trade economists had previously described in terms of international competition.

The Morning of August 5

On the morning of August 5, 1981, Ronald Reagan fired 11,345 air traffic controllers. He had given them 48 hours to return to work. Most of them did not. Reagan decertified their union, PATCO (the Professional Air Traffic Controllers Organization) and banned the fired controllers from federal employment for life. The ban was eventually lifted by Bill Clinton in 1993. By 2006, only 850 of the fired controllers had been rehired by the FAA.

PATCO had endorsed Ronald Reagan in the 1980 presidential election, one of the few unions to do so. Reagan had written to PATCO president Robert Poli in October 1980: 'I pledge to you that my administration will work very closely with you to bring about a spirit of cooperation between the President and the air traffic controllers.' The controllers genuinely believed they had an ally in the White House. They were wrong. When they struck on August 3, demanding a $10,000 annual raise, a shorter workweek, and better retirement benefits, Reagan declared the strike a 'peril to national safety', the controllers were federal employees, whose strikes were prohibited by a 1955 law, and issued his ultimatum. When the controllers did not return, he fired them.

The Federal Aviation Administration had prepared a contingency plan in advance. Supervisors, non-striking controllers, and
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