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			Praise for Tamara Draut’s

			SLEEPING GIANT

			“Sleeping Giant sets the record straight about what most American workers face every day—and what it’s going to take to win a future where everyone who works hard in our country can thrive. Tamara Draut is telling the stories of today’s working families, especially the growing and diverse group of service and care workers whose stories politicians and other policymakers need to hear. These workers are demanding a better future for themselves and their children through movements like the Fight for $15.”

			—Mary Kay Henry, president, Service Employees International Union (SEIU)

			“On the eve of the financial crisis, Tamara Draut provided a stirring picture with Strapped of the stagnating wages and rising personal debt that was creating a more unequal—and unstable—economy. Now, a decade later, she’s issuing an equally important and hopefully equally prescient message: America’s diverse new working class is ready to be mobilized behind a bold agenda for economic and political reform. In our populist time, her call could not be more relevant or vital.”

			—Jacob S. Hacker, coauthor of American Amnesia and Winner-Take-All Politics

			“This is quite simply the best analysis yet of the difficult challenges and dynamic potential of today’s working class. It’s also a wonderful read that will leave you both moved and hopeful.”

			—Bob Herbert, former op-ed columnist for The New York Times

			“Tamara Draut’s new book is a wonderful tribute to working people. By offering a fresh and insightful new look at work in America—who’s doing it, how it’s changed, and why we should care—she helps us understand where everyone from the caregiver to the sanitation worker is situated, and offers a blueprint for a better life for all of us.”

			—Ai-jen Poo, Director of the National Domestic Workers Alliance, Co-Director of Caring Across Generations, and author of The Age of Dignity: Preparing for the Elder Boom in a Changing America

			“A close examination of the plight of the working class, the decline of organized labor’s political power, and the stirrings of activism that indicate change may be on the way. Draut pulls no punches in her analysis….Readers who concur that we have a ‘neoliberal economic system that is systematically rotten to the core’ will welcome Draut’s impassioned report.”

			—Kirkus Reviews

		

	
		
			
			[image: Tamara Draut]

		

		TAMARA DRAUT

		SLEEPING GIANT

		Tamara Draut is the Vice President of Policy and Research at Demos, a national think tank headquartered in New York City, and the author of Strapped: Why America’s 20- and 30-Somethings Can’t Get Ahead. Draut’s research and writing at Demos have garnered extensive media coverage, including citations and appearances in The Wall Street Journal, USA Today, Newsweek, the Chicago Sun-Times, The Baltimore Sun, The Des Moines Register, The Atlantic, The Christian Science Monitor, and many others. Draut is a regular commentator on working- and middle-class issues, and she has appeared on The Colbert Report, The Today Show, network evening news programs, and several CNN, MSNBC, and Fox programs.

		www.sleep​inggi​antth​ebook.org

	
		
			Also by Tamara Draut

			Strapped: Why America’s 20- and 30-Somethings Can’t Get Ahead

		

	
		
		
			
				
				[image: Book title, Sleeping Giant, subtitle, The Untapped Economic and Political Power of America’s New Working Class, author, Tamara Draut, imprint, Anchor Books]
			

		

	
		
			FIRST ANCHOR BOOKS EDITION, APRIL 2018

			Copyright © 2016, 2018 by Tamara Draut

			All rights reserved. Published in the United States by Anchor Books, a division of Penguin Random House LLC, New York, and distributed in Canada by Random House of Canada, a division of Penguin Random House Canada Limited, Toronto. Originally published in hardcover in slightly different form in the United States by Doubleday, a division of Penguin Random House LLC, New York, in 2016.

			Anchor Books and colophon are registered trademarks of Penguin Random House LLC.

			The Library of Congress has cataloged the Doubleday edition as follows:

			Draut, Tamara.

			Sleeping giant : how the new working class will transform America / Tamara Draut.—First Edition.

			pages cm.

			1. Working class—United States—History—21st century. 2. Diversity in the workplace—United States—History—21st century. 3. United States—Economic conditions—21st century. I. Title.

			HD8072.5.D73 2016

			305.5’620973—dc23   2015034385

			Anchor Books Trade Paperback ISBN 9781101873069

			Ebook ISBN 9780385539784

			Cover design by Mark Abrams

			Cover photograph © SergeyIT/iStock

			Author photograph © Zoe Diamant

			www.anchorbooks.com

			v5.2

			a

		

	
		
			FOR MY DAD AND DAUGHTER

		

	
		
			Servants, laborers and workmen of different kinds make up the far greater part of every political society. But what improves the circumstances of the greater part can never be regarded as an inconveniency to the whole. No society can surely be flourishing and happy, of which the far greater part of the members are poor and miserable. It is but equity, besides, that they who feed, clothe and lodge the whole body of the people, should have such a share of the produce of their own labor as to be themselves tolerably well fed, clothed and lodged.

			—Adam Smith, The Wealth of Nations, 1776
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			Preface to the Anchor Edition

			
				The hardcover edition of this book was published in April 2016—a full half year before the election of Donald Trump to the presidency of the United States. The last words of the manuscript were typed during an era in which Trump was seen as the long-shot clown among dozens of other Republican presidential contenders. A testament to the time in which the first version of Sleeping Giant was written, Donald Trump’s name appears just once in the hardcover, in a reference to how his anti-immigrant rhetoric represented the continuation of a long and successful Republican political strategy of stoking racial anxiety to appeal to white voters.

			Donald Trump’s election to the presidency of the United States represents the paradox of progress: without the election of the first black man to the presidency, there would be no President Trump. Without the growing strength of movements led by people of color—from Fight for $15 to the Dreamers to Black Lives Matter—there would be less swelling of white nationalists who today march the streets without white hoods, chanting “We will not be replaced.”

			The election of Donald Trump thrust progressives and the Democratic Party into soul-searching mode. Almost immediately, op-eds were placed arguing that the party should jettison its commitment to representing the full diversity of humanity (patronizingly referred to as identity politics) in favor of a class-based message that could woo back white working-class voters. As I write this preface, this debate is ongoing, with seemingly an endless coterie of white men arguing that issues important to women, people of color, and LGBTQ people should be sidelined—an audacious proposal which underscores the original premise of this book: that working-class women and working-class people of color are rendered invisible by our politics and wholly absent from our cultural lexicon. The abdication of some white working-class voters to Trump somehow meant that the party’s long-standing commitment to inclusion must be tossed out the window in order to embrace economic populism. But fighting for racial equity alongside economic justice are not mutually exclusive. And we shouldn’t artificially demarcate a boundary that doesn’t exist in the day-to-day reality of people’s lives. As I discuss in Chapter 5, economic freedom was a central part of the demand for civil rights. From the March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom to the Movement for Black Lives policy platform—economic justice is embedded in the demand for racial equality. The civil rights leaders of decades ago and today understand something progressive political strategists continue to bewilderingly ignore: that racism is used to divide the working class, keeping struggling people of all races from achieving full economic freedom, by convincing economically anxious whites that somehow black people and more recently, immigrants, are responsible for their economic misfortune. A. Philip Randolph, who organized the Freedom Budget for All Americans in 1966, spoke presciently of this kind of zero-sum politics explaining, “The tragedy is that the workings of our economy so often pit the white poor and the black poor against each other at the bottom of society….We shall solve our problems together or together we shall enter a new era of social disorder and disintegration.”1

			We have arrived at just such an era. I am writing this preface on August 12, 2017, as white supremacists and neo-Nazis terrorized the town of Charlottesville, Virginia, in the wake of protests against the city’s plans to remove Confederate monuments, including a statue of Confederate general Robert E. Lee from a city park. Hundreds of white men with lit tiki torches marched on the campus of the University of Virginia the evening before the planned rally named Unite the Right. They chanted a range of well-known phrases of white supremacists and Nazis including, “We will not be replaced,” “Jews will not replace us,” and “Blood and soil.” The next day, before the official rally could begin, counter-protesters and the white nationalists clashed, with bloody fights breaking out in the streets. Tragically, one woman was killed as a white nationalist purposefully drove his car into a crowd of peaceful counter-protesters. The former KKK grand wizard David Duke was unequivocal about the motivation of the Unite the Right rally:

			
				
					“We are determined to take our country back,” Duke said from the rally, calling it a “turning point.” “We are going to fulfill the promises of Donald Trump. That’s what we believed in. That’s why we voted for Donald Trump, because he said he’s going to take our country back.”2

			

			And yet, Democratic strategists, politicians, and far too many white progressive activists urge the Democratic Party to abandon the “identity politics” that fight for the rights of Muslim people, black people, LGBTQ people, immigrants, and women to live free of violence and discrimination at a time when extremism is on the upswing and the only group of people free from Trump’s ideology and his minions are white heterosexual men.3 Under this logic, the Democratic Party must stop standing up for the rights of marginalized people in order to fight for a bold, economic populist agenda.

			
				
					Not only is this morally repugnant, it is also politically fatal. As Steve Phillips argues convincingly in a New York Times oped and his bestselling book Brown Is the New White, the Democrats made a major strategic blunder in 2016 by focusing on winning over “wavering whites” instead of inspiring and mobilizing African Americans—the party’s strongest supporters.4 In states like Wisconsin and Pennsylvania, the absence of black voters who cast ballots in 2012 but not in 2016 far exceeded the margin of loss suffered by Hillary Clinton. Indeed, the party’s problem is much more likely the defections from the Democrats to third-party candidates Jill Stein and Gary Johnson, for whom 43 percent of their voters were people of color.

			

			The path to a progressive governing majority—in cities, states, and in Congress—doesn’t run through disaffected Obama-to-Trump white voters—it runs through the new working class: millions of struggling people of all races, who punch a clock, wear uniforms, and earn their living caring for and serving people. It’s about reaching the 52 percent of people with incomes below $30,000 who didn’t cast a ballot in 2016. It’s the 46 million eligible voters with incomes below $50,000 who sat out the last election. These are working-class potential voters—a large percentage of whom comprise the Rising American Electorate: young people, unmarried women, and people of color. As I discuss fully in Chapter 3, research indicates that nonvoters tend to be more progressive than voters. The Democratic Party needs to reach them with a race- and class-forward agenda the likes of which we haven’t heard in generations.

			In research commissioned by my organization, Demos, we learned that nearly half of all progressives, working-class African Americans, and working-class Latinos strongly agree with the statement that “both political parties are more interested in winning power than getting things done that would help hardworking Americans.” More concerning is that nearly half of all Democrats (46 percent) strongly agreed with the statement that “sometimes I think nobody is looking out for me or my family,” compared to just 23 percent of Republicans who strongly agreed.5 We also found that voters aren’t actually color-blind, and don’t want to choose between economic justice and racial equity. When forced to choose between two statements, overwhelming majorities of progressives and a not insignificant percentage of white working-class Obama-to-Trump voters choose the statement that recognizes that people are still being held back in our country due to their race (see chart below). And finally, we found that the majority of voters wanted “government to do more to solve problems and help meet the needs of people.”6

			The False Choice Between Race and Opportunity

			■ Our country cannot succeed unless we are all given a chance to succeed, and that means we need to address the issues which have held some of us back because of race.

			■ We all can already succeed and make this country a success, because we have all been given equal opportunities.
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			In the original edition of Sleeping Giant, and in this updated book, I provide a platform for the Democratic Party to embrace—outlining a set of principles and policies to fix our broken democracy and all its ails: racism, concentrated economic power, money-drenched politics, and widespread economic insecurity. I call this platform A Better Deal and in August 2017, the Democrats in Congress unveiled their positive economic vision for the country titled “A Better Deal” (with my permission). While I’m glad to see the concept of “A Better Deal” get traction among the Democrats, it remains to be seen whether the bearers of this message will actually embrace the kind of politics I propose—a politics that centers the needs of working-class people and seeks to address the inequities of power—economic, cultural, and political—that still fall along the lines of race, gender, and class. It is the only way to save our democracy, and to build a future where we all truly have an equal say and an equal chance.

		

	
		
			Introduction

			My father died a few short months after the city of Detroit declared bankruptcy. He was a steelworker, the epitome of the person you likely conjure up when you hear someone described as “working class.” White, male, hard hat and lunch pail, steel-toed boots, and a dark blue uniform he’d bring home at the end of every shift and promptly throw in the washing machine. The earthy, sweaty, and metallic smell lingered in the laundry room after he closed the lid. He was America’s hero, the brawny backbone of American prosperity and a broad middle class the likes of which the world had never seen. These were the men who soldered, heaved, and secured America’s industrial might in the world, and as a result earned the pride and respect of our nation.

			That working class is dead, Detroit’s bankruptcy a blunt symbol of its ultimate demise.

			But the working class is not dead.

			It’s just different. No longer shuttered away in a factory, today’s working class is interwoven into nearly every aspect of our lives. It’s the black woman in a caretaker’s smock wearing special comfort shoes and a name tag above her heart. It’s the white man in a uniform (which he had to pay for) who punches in each day and restocks the shelves of your favorite big-box store. It’s the Latina home health aide who cares for your mom, the janitor who empties your office wastebasket, the woman who rings up your groceries, and the crew who fix the bumpy freeway you take every day to work.

			Yet despite how interwoven this new working class is in our lives, we don’t really know enough about it. Its members’ concerns don’t shape the national agenda or top the headlines in major newspapers. Their stories aren’t featured in sitcoms, dramas, or movies. The words “working class” have been scrubbed from our social and political lexicon, rendering invisible the millions of workers who buttress the middle class at best and straddle poverty at worst.

			But attention must be paid to the new working class. Our lives—all of our lives—would grind to a halt if the working class waged a general strike. Its sheer scale in size and diverse demographics will shape the future of American politics. And our nation’s prosperity will be defined by whether we address its members’ declining living standards.

			It was in the spring of 2013 that this new working class introduced itself to the world with coordinated walkouts of fast-food workers in major cities across the country. This took place just a few months before the cradle of our once blue-collar nation went bankrupt. But the old blue-collar nation typically paid its workers hourly wages of $17 or more. The fast-food workers—who clock in to one of the largest occupations in America today—were protesting wages that hover around $8 an hour. What began as a movement among fast-food workers has since mushroomed into a major worker justice movement known as the Fight for $15, in which home care workers, airport workers, adjunct professors, retail workers, and fast-food workers have all come together to fight for better wages and working conditions. It is the tip of the spear of the Sleeping Giant, staking a claim and fertilizing the seeds of a new working-class solidarity.

			In just four years, the Fight for $15 has claimed significant victories, from consciousness-raising to policy changes in red states and blue states. In the 2014 elections, voters in Alaska, Arkansas, Nebraska, and South Dakota passed ballot measures to raise their states’ minimum wage.1 In the 2016 elections, voters passed ballot measures raising the minimum wage in Arizona, Colorado, Maine, and Washington. The movement won a $15 minimum wage hike in California, New York, Los Angeles, San Francisco, Seattle, SeaTac, and Washington, D.C.2 All told, what began as a scrappy band of fast-food workers walking off their jobs in New York City has won over $62 billion in raises for 19 million workers according to the National Employment Law Project.

			For working-class people who aren’t engaged directly in the growing chorus of workers taking to the streets, the movement brings attention to their needs and struggles. But as important, the movement emphasizes the dignity and value of their jobs. I’ve interviewed people all across this country, from the Bible Belt to the East Coast, from the Rust Belt to the Pacific Northwest, and one of the most common grievances they express is the lack of respect they experience in the workplace, and in our society more broadly. Whatever their job, the individuals I talked to described their work as meaningful and embedded with purpose, yet they also told me about the disrespect they get on the job from their bosses and in society from politicians.

			For LaShawn* and Michelle, who in many ways typify the new working class, their work is deeply gratifying. The African American couple, both in their late thirties, have been married for twelve years and live on the outskirts of Atlanta. LaShawn is a commercial sanitation driver, emptying Dumpsters at restaurants, apartment complexes, and local businesses for $16.10 an hour. Michelle is a certified nursing assistant (CNA), providing care for the elderly in their homes. She recently switched jobs and now works as a supervisor, earning $9 an hour for overseeing a staff of CNAs and ensuring that each client receives the best possible care. They both grew up in Atlanta and are now raising their own children there. They love their jobs, deriving true personal satisfaction and pride from their work. Driving a garbage truck is a childhood dream come true for LaShawn, who always had a passion for trucks and sees his job “as getting to play with this big machine and getting paid for it.” Yet as we got further into the conversation, it became clear that his pride finds little reciprocation from management. In LaShawn’s case, workers are often clocked out by management to avoid paying overtime, even though they’re still working—a practice known as wage theft, which is increasingly common in today’s working-class jobs. To get close to forty hours, Michelle used to work seven days a week, a pace she maintained for three and a half years before taking her latest position. Paying their monthly bills is a challenge, and often credit cards fill in the gap when cash is short. Asked what they’d do if they were paid more, LaShawn said they’d “actually be able to take a check and pay rent and have money set aside to buy groceries. Right now, the way our checks are, you have to make a conscious decision: If I don’t pay this bill, I can take that money and put it toward groceries.” LaShawn also mentioned that he’d like to have the money to treat his kids and wife to a dinner out or a night at the movies. But he doesn’t think our nation’s elected officials are much concerned about his family’s dreams and struggles. “It feels like the working class are the lepers of society. Needed to carry out the economy, to hold it and make it strong, but disregarded when it comes to our needs,” he told me.

			As LaShawn and Michelle’s story illustrates, gone are the generous pensions, health insurance coverage, and paid vacations that characterized the working-class jobs of the industrial era. Today’s service-sector serfs are fighting for the most basic of job perks: a decent paycheck, a stable schedule with enough hours, and paid time off when they or their children are sick. The new working class has jobs, but those jobs no longer provide a livelihood. Let that sink in. A job no longer provides a livelihood for the working class. No matter how you define “working class”—as individuals without bachelor’s degrees, as people who get paid by the hour, or as workers who aren’t managers or supervisors—its members constitute the majority of American workers and even American adults.

			Defining the New Working Class

			Social scientists use three common methods to define class—by occupation, income, or education—and there is really no consensus about the “right” way to do it. Michael Zweig, a leading scholar in working-class studies, defines the working class as “people who, when they go to work or when they act as citizens, have comparatively little power or authority. They are the people who do their jobs under more or less close supervision, who have little control over the pace or the content of their work, who aren’t the boss of anyone.”

			Using occupational data as the defining criteria, Zweig estimated that the working class makes up just over 60 percent of the labor force.3 The weakness of using occupational data to define class is that most political surveys do not capture the occupation of the respondent, making it impossible to ensure consistency in research that draws upon both economic and political data sets, as I do in this book.

			The second way of defining class is by income, which has the benefit of being available in both political and economic data sets. Yet defining the working class by income raises complications because of the wide variation in the cost of living in the United States. An annual income of $45,000 results in a very different standard of living in New York City than it does in Omaha, Nebraska. Incomes are also volatile, subject to changes in employment status or the number of hours worked in the household, making it easy for the same household to move in and out of standard income bands in any given year.

			The third way to define class is by educational attainment, which is how I’ve defined the working class in this book. Education level has the benefit of being consistently collected in both economic and political data sets, but, more important, education level is strongly associated with job quality. The reality is that the economic outcomes of individuals who hold bachelor’s degrees and those who don’t have diverged considerably since the late 1970s. While people with bachelor’s degrees experienced real wage growth in the thirty years between 1980 and 2010, incomes among those with only a high school education or some college declined precipitously. Today having a college degree is essential (but no guarantee, of course) to securing a spot among the professional middle class. As unionized manufacturing jobs got sent overseas, the once blurred lines between occupation and class grew quite sharp. The blue-collar middle class is an endangered species, shrunk to a size that makes it no longer identifiable in national surveys. The downside of using education to define the working class is that education is not a perfect proxy for establishing the power or autonomy one has in the workplace or society—the traditional definition of class. There are definitely well-educated workers who hold menial jobs or jobs that pay low wages, just as there are less-well-educated workers who have jobs with great autonomy or power. It is a blunt definition, but in the aggregate it is a reasonably accurate way to distinguish between the working class and the middle class.

			In this book, “working class” is defined as individuals in the labor force who do not have bachelor’s degrees. This includes high school dropouts, high school graduates, people with some college, and associate’s-degree holders. It includes the unemployed, who are counted as still in the labor force as long as they are actively looking for work. Because it is increasingly difficult, and some would argue nearly impossible, to reach the middle class without a bachelor’s degree, the middle class is defined in this book as workers with a bachelor’s degree or higher. This both distinguishes the type of work performed by the working class and the middle class and reflects a major distinction in how these different classes of workers earn their pay. Nearly six out of ten workers in America are paid hourly wages, as opposed to annual salaries.4 And the majority (eight out of every ten) of these hourly workers do not hold a bachelor’s degree. As a result of the divergence in economic fates experienced by those with and without bachelor’s degrees, today’s middle class is overwhelmingly a professional class, comprising workers who get paid annual salaries, work in an office setting, and most assuredly do not have to ask permission to take a bathroom break.

			The composition of the working class has changed dramatically since 1980:

			
				• The new working class is more racially diverse than it was three decades ago, with 41 percent comprising African Americans (13 percent), Latinos (22 percent), Asian Americans (4 percent), and other races (2 percent). It’s even more diverse if we look at the youngest members of the working class, those aged twenty-five to thirty-four, with people of color making up 49 percent of the younger working class.5

				• Today, two out of three non-college-educated women are in the labor force, up from just over half in 1980. Meanwhile, non-college-educated men are in the labor force at a lower rate than they were in 1980, down from nine out of ten to eight out of ten.

				• Only 13 percent of the working class holds jobs in the manufacturing sector, down from one-quarter in 1980. Today one out of five working-class employees holds a job in the behemoth retail sector and another one out of five holds a job in the catchall category of professional and related services, a sector that includes the mushrooming health services occupations.6

				• The median hourly wage of today’s working class is $15.75—a full $1.44 less than it was in 1980, after adjusting for inflation.7 Today more than one-third of full-time workers earn less than $15 an hour, and fully 47 percent of all workers, including part-time workers, earn less than $15 an hour.8 Close to half of workers making less than $15 per hour are over the age of thirty-five.9

				• Only four out of the fifteen occupations that will add the most jobs to our economy in the next decade will require a bachelor’s degree.10

				• The five occupations that employ the largest number of workers include only one clear middle-class job requiring a bachelor’s degree: registered nurse. The rest of America’s largest occupations are retail salespeople, cashiers, food service and prep workers, and janitors.11 Contrary to popular opinion, most of these jobs are not filled by teenagers but by adults who are trying to support themselves and their families with this work.

			

			Despite the elite’s fixation on entrepreneurship and knowledge workers, America is powered by wage-earners who punch the clock, wear uniforms, and don’t remotely have any power to “lean in” to climb the corporate ladder. For decades now we’ve been sold the idea that a growing army of knowledge workers, innovating and ideating in amenity-rich office parks, hold the key to our nation’s prosperity. Column after column written by the likes of Thomas Friedman and David Brooks argue that the future success of our economy rests on cultivating skills such as creative problem-solving and critical thinking, with a special affinity for fields in science, technology, and engineering. What they fail to acknowledge is that those spots in our labor force are less than half (6 percent) the scads of new jobs being created in home health care, fast food, and retail (15 percent). This elite blind spot continues to distort our economic thinking and denigrates the majority of work being done in our country.

			The most profound impact of globalization and technology has been the upheaval experienced by workers without college degrees. With so many factories shuttered, typical “men’s work” steadily eroded and lower-paying service jobs took its place. As the economic contribution of these former working-class heroes to our nation dwindled, millions of men became zeroes in many people’s minds. They seemed to be a dusty anachronism in a sparkling new economy.

			Meanwhile, the ranks of women in the workforce grew steadily during the 1980s and 1990s, and waves of immigration began to change the ethnic and racial composition of the workforce. Seeking refuge from the economic dislocation, millions of Americans earned bachelor’s and advanced degrees, a process that perversely exacerbated already hardened lines of privilege, with whites earning college degrees at a much greater rate than blacks or Latinos despite those groups’ rising rates of college attainment. As a result, today’s working class is more black, Latino, and female than it was in the industrial era. And that very fact—the diversity of this new working class—is a major reason that it has been so easy to ignore, dismiss, and marginalize.

			When the working class shifted from “making stuff” to “serving people,” it brought with it lots of historical baggage. The long-standing “others” in our society—women and people of color—became a much larger share of the non-college-educated workforce. And their marginalized status in our society carried over into the working class, making it easier to overlook and devalue their work.

			When working-class women punched the clock in ever greater numbers in the 1980s and 1990s, it was nearly entirely in the absence of a union. Unlike the hard-hat guys, America’s mushrooming “pink-collar” workforce lacked the social solidarity that unions had provided for generations of blue-collar workers. And so working-class women toiled on the margins of political and social awareness while preserving their families’ dignity by bringing home a paycheck. That’s now changing, as women are at the forefront of the new movement for better wages and working conditions and are now almost as likely as men to belong to unions, closing the long-standing gap in unionization. Yet these workers are rarely referred to as working class but rather as “low-wage workers,” a designation that negates any whiff of political power or social solidarity.

			The new rules of how this globalized, technology-enhanced labor market would be structured—who would win and who would lose—were heavily influenced by the economic interests of America’s business elite. Organized labor had long been on its knees, already caught in the downward spiral toward extinction. What’s less recognized is how the working class’s loss of economic and political power was the inevitable—and often intentional—outcome of an interconnected web of political and business interests. Beginning in the 1970s, the Republican Party realized it could cynically use race to divide the working class and in so doing unravel support for the social contract established in the New Deal. The presidential campaign and administration of Donald Trump doubled down on the strategy of exploiting white anxiety. At the same time, big business had set its sights on big labor and big government, killing off the former and buying off the latter.

			The Great Power Shift

			During the four decades stretching from the New Deal to the early 1970s, when incomes at the bottom grew faster than or as fast as those at the top and union strength reached its apex, it was possible to assume that the peace accord between labor and capital was permanent. Only now are historians and political scientists able to review those years and understand that the accord was never as firm as many believed. We now know that behind the scenes, business leaders were growing weary of pesky regulations concerning safety, clean air, and workers’ rights. They were tired of being pushed around by government and by workers. And so, as executives did, someone wrote a memo outlining a plan and shared it widely with the business community. That person was Lewis Powell, a prominent corporate lawyer (who later became a member of the Supreme Court), and the time was 1971.12

			In the Powell memo, as it’s now referred to, the author asserted that the “American economic system is under broad attack” from all corners of society—the media, the pulpit, politicians, and college campuses, to name just a few.13 Powell argued that this attack required political mobilization by organized business. “Business must learn the lesson…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 the embarrassment and without the reluctance which has been so characteristic of American business.”

			He then went on to outline how to achieve this goal, saying that “strength lies in organization, 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 and national organizations.”

			It didn’t take long for Powell’s vision to be realized. In 1971, only 175 firms had registered lobbyists in Washington. By 1982, nearly 2,500 did. And the number of corporate PACs increased from under 300 in 1976 to over 1,200 by the mid-1980s.14 Today, the halls of our nation’s Capitol echo with the shoe leather of twenty-four well-heeled business lobbyists for each member of Congress.

			As big business was reasserting its right to write the rules of capitalism, it received a major helping hand from the Supreme Court. In the case Buckley v. Valeo in 1976 the Court ruled that spending money to influence elections is a form of constitutionally protected free speech, striking down portions of a law aimed at curbing outside influence in elections beyond those involving direct contributions to candidates. The premise that money was tantamount to free speech created a precedent that the Court has used to continue to unravel commonsense limits on how money can be spent in elections. Most recently, in the Citizens United case, the Supreme Court struck down laws limiting the amount corporations could spend in an election, as long as the money is not given directly to candidates or to a party. Corporations and wealthy individuals can now shovel as much money as they like into television ads to support their preferred candidate or lambast their foe. The 2012 presidential election was the first election in which the new “super PACs” were legal and it set a new bar for outside spending. Super PACs can engage in unlimited political spending (“independent” of the campaign) with funds raised from individuals, corporations, unions, and other groups—all of whom can give as much as they like to the super PAC. And give they did. Super PACs collected more than $1.1 billion in the 2016 election, outpacing the record set in 2012.15 Sixty percent of that $1.1 billion was raised by just one hundred donors.16

			But Aren’t We All Middle Class?

			With the weakening of the working class, issues of economic justice were relegated to the back burner at the very time that so many workers found their livelihoods jeopardized by globalization and technological change. Without the countervailing force of a vibrant working class, historically powered by organized labor, the door was propped wide open for the rise of corporate power and politics dominated by big money. It became easier for Congress to deregulate and loosen worker protections. It became easier for leaders to champion free-trade agreements that sold out labor and enriched capital. And it became easier to load up the tax code with benefits for big business and the wealthy.

			When once a steelworker and an accountant could live on the same block, drive the same car, vacation at the same place, and eat at the same restaurants, over the course of the 1980s, 1990s, and the first decade of the 2000s, the once blurred boundaries of class crystallized into sharp, distinct lines. As the earnings of non-college-educated workers declined significantly under deregulation and antiworker policies that undermined the minimum wage and degraded working conditions, the trajectories of those with and without bachelor’s degrees diverged significantly—and so did the trajectories of their children. Our social circles constricted and our shared experiences evaporated. This tightening of class hierarchies made it hard for those who shape our public debate—journalists, policymakers, public intellectuals—to relate to the lives and struggles of the majority of their fellow citizens: those without college degrees. For those who make policy and shape the news, their social circle has increasingly become more elite, drawn from privileged families and elite private colleges on the two coasts that bracket the nation.

			This homogeneity contributed to a very skewed understanding of working life in America. By the late 1990s, these shapers of our collective understanding had drawn a portrait of the workforce in which professional workers were ubiquitous and a new knowledge-based economy triumphant. In this schematic, America’s class structure slowly morphed into three broad categories—the poor, the middle class, and the rich—whose makeup resembles the shape of an hourglass. As Jack Metzger brilliantly articulates in New Working-Class Studies, “The principal problem with this vernacular [of the middle class] is the way it first hides the working class (by including it within the ubiquitous middle) and then forgets it’s there by assuming that almost everybody is college educated, professional, and has a reasonably comfortable standard of living.”17

			Today the obsession with the “middle class”—defined as college-degreed professionals—continues to distort and divert attention away from the reality that the majority of workers in this country aren’t professionals by any stretch of the definition. They’re laborers, working for hourly wages, often with unpredictable and unstable schedules. They outnumber middle-class professionals by three to one, and there is no evidence that future jobs in America will alter this ratio. We are a working-class nation, and in reality always have been.

			It’s all too common to hear a political pundit say that most Americans identify as middle class. But it isn’t true. Part of the problem is that many polls don’t even include the option of identifying as “working class,” instead offering only upper, middle, and lower class as options. It turns out that when polls offer “working class” as an option, just as many people self-identify as working class as middle class. The General Social Survey, a long-running public opinion survey, found in 2014 that 47 percent of respondents identified themselves as working class, compared to 42 percent who identified themselves as middle class. Interestingly, black and Latino individuals were much more likely than whites to identify as working class.18 Six out of ten Latinos consider themselves working class, compared to 56 percent of blacks and 42 percent of whites. In fact, in every year since the early 1970s, the percentage of Americans who identify as working class has ranged between 44 and 50 percent.

			Working-class Americans know they’re working class. It’s elites who want to pretend everybody is middle class. Why? Because “middle class” and “working class” are terms laden with racial, moral, and cultural symbolism. Since the enormous middle class was created in the decades following World War II and the New Deal, “middle class” has worked as a shortcut to conjure up a very American ideal: upstanding, hardworking, traditional, suburban white families who lived secure and stable lives in tree-lined neighborhoods. On the other
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