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To my beloved family,

Your unconditional love, unwavering support, and endless encouragement have been my greatest blessings. From the earliest days of dreaming to the challenging moments of writing, you have stood by me with patience and belief. This book is as much yours as it is mine, a reflection of the values you've instilled and the faith you've shown in me. Thank you for being my rock and my inspiration.

To my dear friends,

Your friendship has illuminated my path with laughter, shared moments, and invaluable support. You've cheered me on through every triumph and lifted me up through every challenge. Your belief in my endeavors has been a source of strength and motivation. This book is a testament to the power of friendship, and I am grateful for each of you who has walked this journey by my side.

To God,

Your grace and guidance have been my constant companions. In moments of doubt, you've shown me the way; in moments of joy, you've multiplied my gratitude. This book is a testament to your faithfulness and the blessings you've bestowed upon me. May it serve as a reflection of your love and the lessons you continue to teach me.

With heartfelt gratitude and love,

A.A. Castor
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A.A. Castor writes about the institutions people grew up inside, and the question of whether those institutions will still be standing when their children are grown.

Not softened with optimism.

Not flattered by industry promises.

Not buried in jargon.

His work focuses on the social architecture of late industrial life — the workweek, the mortgage, the school year, the marriage license, the tax form — and traces how each of these arrangements depends on conditions that are no longer holding. He treats the future of work less as a forecasting problem and more as a question about what happens to a civilization when its load-bearing assumptions quietly stop being true.

His method is structural. He reads the institutions before he reads the headlines. He asks what a given arrangement was built to do, what it actually does now, and what would happen to the people downstream of it if it stopped working tomorrow.

Across his writing, a consistent idea appears:

The social contract is not eternal.

It is a set of arrangements that worked, for a while, for a particular kind of economy, and the arrangements outlive the economy that produced them only as long as the next generation agrees to keep them running.

Readers come away with a clearer picture of which parts of modern life are inevitable and which are merely habit. They get frameworks for the conversations everyone is having privately and almost no one is having on the record: what to tell their kids about a career, whether a thirty-year mortgage is still a thirty-year bet worth making, what marriage and household-making mean when the economic foundation under both has shifted.

A.A. Castor's work does not try to tell readers what they want to hear.

It aims to show them what they need to see.

Clear patterns.

Uncomfortable truths.

Frameworks that explain the structure underneath the headlines.

He writes for parents trying to think a generation ahead. He writes for the young adults who already sense that the script their grandparents followed was not written for them. He writes for the policy thinkers, planners, and teachers who suspect that the institutions they serve are running on assumptions that no longer match the world outside the window.

The book in your hands is not a prediction.

It is a structural reading of the present, projected forward only as far as the structure itself reaches.

And that is where real clarity begins.
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The shelf of books about the future of work is long, well-meaning, and largely written for the worker who already exists. It tells current adults how to stay employed, how to upskill, how to keep their seat at a table that is slowly being rebuilt around them.

But it skips the harder question.

It skips the children.

It skips the cohort being born right now, who will reach adulthood in a labor market no longer organized around their participation.

The next generation will not have to keep their seat. There will be no seat to keep.

The future is not an idea.

It is a labor market that has already begun to dismantle itself.

The pace of change inside professional work since 2023 has compressed three decades of expected disruption into roughly three years, and the children born after that compression began are the first who will live their entire adulthood on the far side of it.

I am writing this book because parents, teachers, and young people are being told things that are no longer true. They are being told that hard work and a good degree are the reliable path to a stable middle-class life. They are being told that the rules of household-making, home-buying, and career-choosing are the same rules their parents followed. They are being told that the country will continue to fund itself the same way, with the same coalition of taxpayers, holding the same kinds of jobs.

Hard work will still matter, but it will not always pay.

The degree will still mean something, but not what it used to.

The household will still exist, but it will be organized around something other than a paycheck.

The country will still tax someone, but it will not be the same someone.

When those four pieces of conventional wisdom turn out to be wrong, the people who built their plans on them do not get those plans back.

Not because they are inadequate.

But because they were trained for a version of the economy that no longer exists.

This book exists to close that gap.

It does not forecast a date. It does not sell a plan. It reads the institutions of modern life as engineered systems that depend on a steady supply of wage-earners, and it asks what each system does when that supply thins out. The argument is structural. The conclusions are practical.

The bargain underneath modern life was simple.

You worked.

In exchange, you got a household, a mortgage, an education for your children, and a country that recognized you as one of its productive members.

For most of human history before the industrial age, that bargain did not exist.

For the children born after 2025, it will not exist either.

This book is for the parent trying to decide what to tell their eight-year-old about what to study. It is for the young adult sensing that the goalposts have moved and no one has admitted it. It is for the policymaker trying to imagine the next social contract before the current one finishes failing. It is for anyone who has noticed, quietly, that the institutions around them feel like they are running on assumptions that no longer match the world.

You do not have to agree with the conclusions.

You only have to see the structure clearly enough to make your own.

This book is here to help you do that.
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Chapter 1: The Forty-Hour Week as a Historical Anomaly
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❦

In the summer of 1495, a peasant family outside the English town of Coventry would have been doing more or less what their grandparents had done, and what their great-grandchildren would still be doing a century later. The man might have been mowing a strip of common meadow with a neighbor, taking his share of the hay by agreement rather than by clock. The woman, if she was not pregnant or nursing, was probably brewing ale in the doorway, or salting fish, or pounding flax, or watching a pot of pottage while she mended a torn smock. A child of seven or eight was already useful, sent out to scare rooks from the barley or to lead a goat down a lane. None of these people had a job. None of them would have understood the question if you had asked them what they did for a living. They lived. They worked when work needed doing and rested when it did not. The rhythm of their day was set by the sun, the seasons, the saints' calendar, and the demands of beasts that had to be milked or fed before anything else could happen.

This is the world we lost, and it lasted for almost all of human history. For the great bulk of the time our species has been recognizably modern, the question that organizes a modern life, what do you do for work, would have made no sense as a single question. You did many things. You did them with the people you lived with. You did them in the place where you slept. The idea that an adult would leave home in the morning, sell a fixed number of hours to a stranger, come back in the evening, and define their identity by the title of that arrangement, is so recent that grandparents alive today can remember the world before it became universal.

The medieval peasant year is one of the best-documented working lives we have, partly because monastic estates kept good records and partly because tax collectors kept better ones. What those records show is not a story of grinding labor. They show a story of intense bursts of effort separated by long flat stretches of something else. The harvest was brutal. So was haymaking. So were the few weeks of plowing that bracketed the cold seasons. Outside those windows, the agricultural calendar had a great deal of slack in it. A field, once sown, does not need to be watched every hour. A cow does not require its handler to be present from nine to five. Most of the year, the work that needed doing could be done in a few hours and then set down.

What filled the rest of the time was not leisure in the modern sense, which is to say not screens and not vacations, but a thick mat of obligation that did not look like work because it had no boss attached to it. There were saints' days. There were a lot of saints' days. By the end of the medieval period, the church calendar in much of Catholic Europe carried somewhere on the order of a hundred holy days a year on which heavy labor was discouraged or forbidden outright, and these were stacked on top of Sundays. Add the Sundays, add the saints, add the local market days and the village festivals, and a peasant in a good year might have spent something close to a third of the calendar in a state that was not exactly idleness and not exactly employment. They mended things. They visited kin. They drank. They got married. They buried each other. They went to court over a pig. They told stories.

The work that did get done was, by modern standards, weirdly varied. A single household in a village near Norwich in the fifteenth century might in a single week do some plowing, some brewing, some weaving, some carpentry, some midwifery for a neighbor, some preserving of fruit, some gathering of firewood, and some praying. No one in that household had a profession in the sense we mean. The smith might be the smith because his father was, but he also kept bees and held a strip in the open field and sat on the manorial jury when summoned. The miller ground grain, but he also fished the millpond and sold eels. The line between a household, an enterprise, and a community was not drawn in the modern place. Work happened where life happened, and life happened where work happened, and the question of which was which would have struck a peasant as a riddle without an answer.

Townspeople in the same centuries were not living a recognizably modern working life either. A guild apprentice slept in his master's house, ate at his master's table, married into his master's family when he could, and learned a trade as a kind of slow inheritance rather than as a contract of employment. The journeyman who came after him was paid by the day or by the piece, but he was paid for finished work, not for hours. A pair of shoes was a pair of shoes. A barrel was a barrel. If he could make it faster, he went home. If it took longer, he stayed late. No clock measured him. There were almost no clocks. The earliest mechanical tower clocks in European cities did not chime the hour with any reliability until the late 1300s, and even then they were curiosities for monks and merchants, not timekeepers for working people. The bell that summoned a peasant to mass was not the bell that would later summon a factory hand to the gate. It rang for prayer.

The pace of work in this older world had one feature that is almost impossible for a modern reader to feel from the inside. It was task-oriented, not time-oriented. A reaper reaped until the field was reaped. A baker baked until the loaves were done. A nurse stayed with a sick child until the fever broke. When the task was finished, the worker stopped, regardless of what hour the sun or any imagined clock said it was. This sounds like a small change from the modern arrangement, but it is in fact the deepest change of all. The factory replaced the task with the hour. It bought time instead of finished things. Once you have done that, the entire shape of a human day reorganizes itself around the purchase.

It was also, and this matters for the rest of the book, a working life lived almost entirely among people you knew. The peasant did not commute. The shoemaker did not have colleagues he never saw outside the shop. Households were enterprises and enterprises were households. Children watched their parents work and joined in when they were tall enough to be useful. Grandparents who could no longer swing a scythe still rocked babies and stripped beans and passed on the songs and the recipes and the bits of legal advice that everyone in the village needed to remember. The old were not warehoused. The young were not parked in schools. The household was the unit of production, the unit of consumption, the unit of welfare, the unit of education, and the unit of mourning. It did all of those jobs because there was nothing else around to do them.

It was not a paradise. The food was poor in some years and absent in others. A bad harvest killed people. A bad lord ruined a generation. Women died in childbirth at rates we now find unimaginable, and infants died at rates we cannot let ourselves picture for long. Disease wandered through villages and emptied them. The freedom of the medieval working day was constrained by hunger, by feudal obligation, by the church, by violence, and by the simple fact that nobody had figured out how to keep a tooth from going rotten. But it was not a working life shaped by a stranger's clock. That came later, and it came suddenly, and the strangeness of what was about to happen is only visible if you first understand how recently it happened.

By the seventeenth century, two things were starting to come apart in northern Europe that had held together for everyone everywhere for a very long time. The first was the bond between household and enterprise. The second was the bond between task and pay. Once those two bonds slipped, the working week as we know it became possible. It took another two hundred years for the new arrangement to harden into the thing your great-grandparents were born into. But the slow break began in places like the Low Countries and parts of England, where merchants began to put out work to rural weavers, paying them by the piece for cloth woven at home with yarn the merchant supplied. The weaver was still in his own cottage. His wife and daughters still spun the yarn. The arrangement still looked like village life. But the cloth was no longer his. He no longer chose what to make or when to sell it. Someone he might never meet, in a city he might never visit, owned the work he did with his own hands.

This is the small, easy-to-miss hinge on which the next four hundred years of human labor would turn.

* * *
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THE FACTORY DID NOT invent work. It invented the workplace, which is something different and considerably stranger. To gather hundreds of people who were not related to each other into a single building, to put them under one roof for a fixed stretch of hours, to ring a bell when those hours began and another when they ended, to pay them not for what they made but for the fact of having been there, is one of the most peculiar arrangements human beings have ever agreed to. Yet within a couple of generations of its invention in the late eighteenth century, this arrangement had spread from the cotton mills of Lancashire to nearly every corner of the industrializing world, and by the middle of the twentieth century, almost no one in a rich country found it strange at all.

The first cotton mills in places like Cromford and Manchester were powered by water, and water did not wait. A waterwheel that turned through the night could not be paused because a worker was tired. A spinning frame that broke a thread did not care whether it was Sunday. The logic of the machine pushed against the logic of the older working life from the moment the two met. The men and women who came into the early mills were often people who had been weaving or spinning at home for a generation, and who came in because the merchant network they had depended on had stopped paying them enough to keep the cottage going. They arrived with all the old habits. They wanted to stop when the task was done. They wanted to take Saint Monday off, which was the long-established working-class custom of treating Monday as an unofficial day of recovery from Sunday. They wanted to bring their children with them, which the early mills accommodated and then exploited. They wanted to talk, to sing, to nurse a baby, to step outside.

The owners of those mills spent the first half-century of industrial labor trying to break those habits, and the workers spent the same half-century trying to keep them. The history of the factory is in large part the history of that contest. The bell, the clock, the foreman, the locked gate, the fine for lateness, the prohibition on conversation, the rules against leaving the floor without permission, are all artifacts of a long, slow campaign to convert task-oriented people into time-oriented ones. The contest was not equal. The mill owners had the law, the money, and increasingly the power to evict workers from the cottages they rented. The workers had only their numbers and their memory of a different way of living.

The word employment in its modern sense, meaning a continuous wage-paying relationship between an individual and a firm rather than a one-off engagement for a specific job, hardens into common usage during this period. Before the factory, you might be hired to bring in a harvest, or to build a wall, or to apprentice for seven years, but the idea of being permanently in someone's employ, of being an employee as a kind of standing identity, would have struck most working people in 1750 as odd. By 1850, in industrial Britain, it was the default condition of the urban working class. By 1950, in the United States, it was the default condition of almost everyone.

The early factory day was not yet a forty-hour week. It was a sixty-hour week, or seventy, or in some early mills considerably more. Children worked twelve-hour shifts in textile mills in northern England well into the 1830s, and the first British Factory Acts of that decade were attempts to drag the working day of a nine-year-old down to something below ten hours. Adult men worked from sunrise to sunset in industries where light permitted it, and worked by gaslight in industries where it did not. The notion that anyone might have an evening, in the modern sense of a stretch of hours after work that belonged to the worker rather than to anyone else, was a luxury for clerks and shopkeepers, not for the people who tended the looms.

What slowly produced the shorter working day was not the kindness of factory owners. It was the combination of three pressures, applied over almost a century. The first was the labor movement itself, which organized strike after strike around the demand for shorter hours, and which by the late nineteenth century had made eight hours for work, eight hours for rest, eight hours for what we will into a rallying cry chanted in a dozen languages on May Day marches across the industrial world. The second was the steady accretion of legislation: the Factory Acts in Britain, the various state-level limits in the United States, the early laws in Germany and France that capped the working day for women and children and gradually for men. The third, and the one most often forgotten, was the discovery by certain employers themselves that an exhausted worker was a less productive worker, and that a workforce with some leisure had more money to spend on the things the factories made.

The single most famous gesture in this long story belongs to Henry Ford. In January 1914, Ford announced that the workers at his Highland Park plant in Michigan would be paid five dollars a day, roughly double the prevailing wage in American auto manufacturing at the time, and would work an eight-hour day instead of the nine or more that was then standard. The decision is often remembered as an act of generosity. It was not. Ford had a turnover problem so severe that he was hiring tens of thousands of workers a year to keep a few thousand jobs filled, because the conditions on the assembly line were unbearable enough that men quit within weeks. The five-dollar day was a calculation. Pay people enough to make the misery worth staying for, get the working day short enough that they could come back the next morning, and you stabilize a workforce. It worked. Within a year, the line outside the Ford employment office stretched around the block in winter weather, and the model of the high-wage, short-hours industrial job was on its way to becoming the American ideal.

Even then, the forty-hour week was not yet law in the United States. It would not be law until the Fair Labor Standards Act of 1938, signed by Franklin Roosevelt as part of the late New Deal, which set a federal maximum of forty-four hours and then dropped it to forty two years later, and which required that hours beyond that be paid at one and a half times the regular rate. That law is less than a hundred years old. There are people alive today who were born before it existed. The arrangement most Americans now treat as the natural shape of a working life, the five-day week, the two-day weekend, the eight-hour day, the overtime premium, the paid vacation, was assembled in living memory, by specific people, in response to specific pressures, against considerable resistance, and it was never inevitable.

It is worth pausing on how strange the result was, by the standards of every previous century. A modern industrial worker in 1955, in Detroit or Birmingham or Turin, was a person who left his home each morning at the same hour, traveled to a place he did not own, performed tasks he had not chosen on materials he would never see again, in the company of people he had not selected, for a wage paid by an entity that had no other relationship to him, and returned home in the evening to a family that had spent the day doing entirely separate things in entirely separate places. His children were at school, being prepared for the same arrangement. His wife, in the dominant pattern of those years, was at home, holding the household together so that he could be at the plant. His parents, if they were still alive, were probably retired on a pension paid out of his contributions to a fund he would never see. Every one of these features was novel. Every one of them depended on the wage. And every one of them was about to be presented to the post-war generation as the way things had always been.

* * *
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CONSIDER A DETROIT autoworker in 1955. He is thirty-four years old. He served in the Pacific, came home in 1946, used the GI Bill to buy a small house in a development outside the city, and walked into a job at one of the big three automakers within a month of his discharge. His wife does not work for wages. They have three children. The house has a single bathroom and a driveway long enough for one car, which is paid off. He carries a union card. He puts in forty hours, occasionally forty-eight when there is overtime, and goes fishing on Saturdays. He has a pension waiting for him at sixty-five. He has not finished high school.

This man, in 1955, is the most prosperous member of the most prosperous working class in human history. He owns a home outright within a decade of buying it. He has health coverage through his employer that costs him nothing. His children will go further in school than he did, and his grandchildren further still, and he believes this without straining to believe it because every fact around him confirms it. He is also, although he has no way of knowing this, living through the narrow peak of an arrangement that will look, in retrospect, like an aberration.

The post-war bargain in America rested on a handful of unrepeatable conditions. The industrial capacity of every other major economy had been bombed flat. The United States in 1945 was producing roughly half of the world's manufactured goods because much of the world's manufacturing was rubble. American factories that had spent four years building tanks and bombers retooled for refrigerators and station wagons, and there was no foreign competition worth naming. Wages rose because workers were scarce, unions were strong, and the country had emerged from the Depression with a deep institutional memory of what happens when the working population cannot afford to buy what it produces.

The GI Bill, signed in 1944, did several things at once that no single piece of legislation had ever done before. It paid for college or vocational training for sixteen million returning servicemen. It guaranteed home loans with no down payment. It provided unemployment benefits during the transition back to civilian life. The country had decided, with surprising bipartisan calm, that the men who had won the war should be set up for life, and that setting them up for life meant a house, a credential, and a job. The bargain was made explicit. It was the first time in American history that the federal government had said, in effect, if you work, we will make sure work is enough.

Levittown, built on Long Island potato fields starting in 1947, is the visual shorthand for what followed. Mass-produced houses, identical floor plans, twenty-five to a street, sold to veterans for a few thousand dollars down and a thirty-year mortgage at four percent. Within a decade the model had been copied in suburbs ringing every major American city. The thirty-year mortgage itself was a new instrument. Before the 1930s, home loans were typically five to ten years long, with a balloon payment due at the end, which is why home ownership before the war was a minority condition even among the middle class. The federal government, through the Federal Housing Administration and Fannie Mae, made the long mortgage possible by guaranteeing the loans. Banks could lend for thirty years because the government had agreed to absorb the risk if the borrower defaulted.

The arrangement worked because wages kept rising. From roughly 1947 to 1973, productivity and wages in the United States rose together at about the same rate, a little under three percent a year. This sounds like a small number until you compound it. Real household income roughly doubled in those twenty-six years. A working-class family that started the period in a rented walk-up ended it in a paid-off house with a station wagon in the driveway and a son in college on a scholarship the father did not have to fund. The growth was not evenly distributed, of course. Black families were largely excluded from the suburban mortgages and the better union jobs. Women were channeled out of the wartime factories and back into the home. But within the population the bargain covered, the bargain was real and observable.

The pension is the part of this picture that is hardest for a younger reader to imagine now. A pension was a promise from your employer that, after thirty or thirty-five years of service, you would receive a fixed monthly check for the rest of your life, calculated as a percentage of your final salary. The risk of outliving your savings, the risk of bad investment timing, the risk of inflation eating your nest egg — these were carried by the company, not by you. The company in turn carried them because it was big, stable, and expected to exist forever. General Motors had been around since 1908. U.S. Steel since 1901. Bell Telephone since the nineteenth century. The notion that any of these institutions could simply cease to be, or be hollowed out, or sell off its pension obligations to an insurance company that would later reduce the payments, was not yet a category of thought.

The forty-hour week was codified by the Fair Labor Standards Act of 1938, but it became culturally real in the post-war decades. You worked Monday through Friday. You went home at five. Saturday and Sunday belonged to you. The weekend, that two-day block of non-work, was a product of the same era. So was the two-week paid vacation. So was the idea that adolescence ended at eighteen, that you spent four years in college or four years in the military or four years apprenticing into a trade, and then you got a job, and then you stayed in that job, often at the same company, for the next forty years. The shape of an adult male life was so standardized that television could build entire sitcoms around the assumption that every viewer recognized it.

There was a corresponding shape for women, which the bargain depended on without quite admitting. The single-earner household, in which a man's wage was sufficient to support a wife and several children, required that the wife perform unpaid labor at home: cooking, cleaning, childcare, eldercare, the maintenance of the social fabric of the neighborhood. The post-war economy could afford to pay a single wage that supported four or five people only because half the adult population was working without being paid. When that arrangement began to fray in the 1960s and 1970s, for reasons partly cultural and partly economic, the family wage went with it. Households needed two incomes not because women had been liberated into the workforce, although many had been, but because one income was no longer enough.

The peak years, by most reasonable measures, ran from about 1948 to 1973. Within that quarter century, an American with a high-school diploma and a steady job could expect to own a home, raise children, retire with dignity, and bury his parents without going into debt. He did not need to be exceptional. He did not need to be lucky. He needed to show up, do the work, and not get fired, and the system would deliver the rest. The bargain was not utopian. It was racially exclusive, gender-restrictive, environmentally reckless, and culturally stifling in ways that the people inside it did not always notice. But it did what it promised to do, for the population it covered, for about twenty-five years.

What is striking, looking back, is how completely the people inside the bargain assumed it was permanent. The economic textbooks of the period spoke of full employment as the natural condition of a mature industrial economy. The labor agreements assumed thirty-year careers because thirty-year careers were what everyone had observed. The houses were built for families that would live in them for generations. The pension formulas assumed a stable currency and a growing company and an actuarial table that would not be disturbed. Almost nothing about the arrangement was hedged. It had taken so long to arrive, and it felt so much like the end of history's struggle to make industrial work humane, that it was difficult for anyone living through it to imagine the conditions that produced it lifting one by one over the next fifty years.

* * *
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THE UNRAVELING DID not announce itself. There was no single day, no Black Tuesday, no televised collapse. The system that had delivered rising wages for twenty-five years simply began, around 1973, to deliver something else, and the people inside it kept doing what they had always done, expecting the same result, for a long time after the result had quietly changed.

The year 1973 is the conventional marker because that is when productivity and wages, which had risen together since the war, began to come apart. Productivity kept climbing. Wages flattened. For the next fifty years, American workers produced more per hour than they ever had, and were paid, in real terms, roughly what they had been paid in the early 1970s. The economy kept growing. The gains kept accruing. They simply stopped accruing to the people doing the work.

Several things happened at once, which is why no single explanation feels sufficient. The OPEC oil embargo of 1973 ended the era of cheap energy that had subsidized American industry. Japanese and West German manufacturers, having rebuilt with newer equipment and lower labor costs, began taking market share in cars, steel, and electronics. The dollar came off the gold standard in 1971 and inflation became a household concern for the first time since the war. Computers began arriving on factory floors and in office buildings, and the kinds of work that had supported a single-earner household started, slowly, to be automated or sent abroad.

What an American worker in 1978 noticed was that his paycheck did not stretch the way his father's had. His wife went back to work, or had never stopped, and the second income was not extra, it was necessary. The house cost more than his parents' house had, relative to his salary. The car cost more. College, which his father had paid for out of pocket on a foreman's wages, now required loans. The kids would graduate owing money. None of this was framed as the end of the bargain. It was framed as a rough patch, a stagflationary decade, something that would correct.

The 1980s brought a different correction than the one workers had expected. The mass layoffs in steel and auto in the early years of that decade were the first time many Americans saw lifetime employment evaporate. Factories that had operated for sixty years closed in eighteen months. The towns built around them stayed where they were, the people stayed where they were, but the work did not. The phrase used at the time was plant closures, which carries a kind of clinical neutrality that obscured what was happening. What was happening was the dissolution of the implicit promise that if you showed up and did the work, the work would still be there in the morning.

Pensions began to disappear in the same period, although the disappearance was easy to miss because it was structural rather than dramatic. In 1978, Congress passed a provision to the tax code numbered 401(k), originally intended as a supplement to traditional pensions for executives. By the mid-1980s, employers had begun offering 401(k) plans in place of traditional pensions. The shift looked, at first, like an enhancement. Workers could direct their own investments. The accounts were portable, which mattered in an economy where people were starting to change jobs more often. What was less visible was that the risk of retirement had been transferred from the employer to the worker. If your 401(k) lost half its value in a market crash, that was now your problem. If you lived longer than your savings, also your problem. By the 2000s, the traditional pension covered a small minority of private-sector workers. The change had taken thirty years and had been narrated, the whole way through, as progress.

The eighties also saw the cultural rebranding of work itself. The salaried professional, who in the post-war decades had been a faintly comic figure, the man in the gray flannel suit, became aspirational. The hours got longer. The phrase workaholic entered the language as a half-joking compliment. The forty-hour week, which had been a hard-won settlement, began to be treated as a floor rather than a ceiling for anyone with ambition. The trades, which had supplied the post-war middle class, lost cultural prestige. Children were pushed toward college, toward the office, toward the professions, on the assumption that the factory floor was a place you wanted your kids to escape. By the 1990s, a high-school diploma no longer reliably bought a middle-class life. A four-year degree was the new minimum, then a graduate degree, then a graduate degree from the right institution.

The 1990s prosperity, which felt at the time like a return to the post-war boom, obscured the underlying trend. Stock markets rose. Unemployment fell. The federal budget briefly ran a surplus. Beneath the surface, the share of national income going to wages continued to drift downward, and the share going to capital continued to drift up. The household savings rate, which had been around ten percent in the post-war decades, fell into the low single digits. Households were maintaining the appearance of the old standard of living by borrowing against the value of their homes, by carrying credit card balances, by stretching mortgages and refinancing them and stretching them again. The bargain had not been restored. It had been refinanced.

The crash of 2008 made some of this legible for the first time. Mortgages had been written that the borrowers could not pay. Houses had been built that no one could afford to live in. The financial instruments that had bundled and resold those mortgages collapsed, and with them, briefly, the assumption that the financial system was a neutral plumbing layer beneath ordinary economic life. The bailouts saved the banks. The foreclosures took the houses. The unemployment that followed was the worst since the Depression, and the recovery, when it came, accrued mostly to the owners of assets rather than to the people who worked for wages. A worker who lost his house in 2009 did not, typically, get it back in 2015 when prices recovered. Someone else lived there now.

The decade after 2008 produced a vocabulary for what had been quietly true for a generation. The gig economy gave a name to the kind of work that came without benefits, without security, without a manager who knew your name. Side hustle became a respectable phrase. Portfolio career described the polished version of what for most people was simply the absence of a single stable job. Young workers were told to expect five, seven, ten different employers over a career, and were sold the language of freedom and optionality to describe what was, in practice, the dissolution of the conditions that had made stable middle-class life possible for their grandparents.

Housing kept climbing, separating from wages at an accelerating rate, especially in the cities where the good jobs were concentrated. By the early 2020s, the median home in many American metro areas cost eight or ten times the median household income, where in the post-war period the ratio had been closer to three. A first-time buyer increasingly needed help from parents, which is a polite way of saying that home ownership was returning to its pre-war condition as a function of family wealth rather than personal earnings. The thirty-year mortgage was still available. It just no longer fit the wages of the people it was originally designed to serve.

And then, late in 2022, a chatbot was released to the public that could write a passable college essay in eleven seconds. The release of ChatGPT did not cause the unraveling. The unraveling had been underway for fifty years. What the release did was make visible, to people who had not been paying attention to the wage data or the pension shift or the foreclosure maps, that the kinds of work which had been considered secure, the white-collar work that was supposed to be the refuge from the factory closures, was itself now exposed to the same pressures that had hollowed out manufacturing two generations earlier. The young paralegal in 2024 who watched her firm's hiring freeze, the junior copywriter who was let go because the agency's largest client now generated its first drafts in software, the entry-level analyst whose position simply was not posted that year: these people were absorbing, in real time, the lesson that the auto worker in Michigan had absorbed in 1982 and the steelworker in Pennsylvania had absorbed before him.

Fifty years is a long time to unravel something. It is long enough that the people who lived through the peak of the bargain have mostly died, and the people who lived through its first cracks are now retiring, and the people now entering the workforce have no memory of the arrangement that everything around them was built to serve. They have inherited the houses priced for the bargain, the colleges priced for the bargain, the cities laid out for the bargain, the tax code written for the bargain, the marriage contracts and the school calendars and the retirement accounts shaped by the bargain, and they have not inherited the wages that made any of it work.

Which leaves a question that the next part of this book has to take seriously. If the arrangement has been quietly coming apart for half a century, what about the children we raised inside the assumption that it would hold? What about the lessons we taught them, the schools we sent them to, the futures we asked them to prepare for? If we knew, or should have known, that the bargain was thinning, what does it mean that we kept handing them the same map?
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