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A.A. Castor writes about the systems most people would rather not look at—directly.

Not softened with optimism.

Not flattered by industry promises.

Not buried in jargon.

His work focuses on what actually shifts when technology absorbs human labor: the shape of the job market, the value of credentials, the future of the middle class, and the quiet rearrangement of who owns the productive capacity of an entire economy.

He approaches the subject not as a forecast, but as an audit. What is already happening. What is about to break. What still holds.

Across his writing, a consistent idea appears:

The economy is not designed.

It is the cumulative result of who owns what, who can be replaced, and who cannot.

Practical observations that explain why certain professions rise, why others fall, and why the familiar advice—get an education, move up, stay flexible—stopped working the moment the tools changed.

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, and the choices it leaves open.

His writing is not about creating followers.

It is about creating awareness.

Because once you understand how value actually moves through the new economy, you stop chasing what the old one rewarded.

You start positioning differently.

And that is where real agency begins.
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Most books on the future of AI are written to make you feel something.

They want you thrilled or terrified. They talk about superintelligence, alignment, breakthroughs, the singularity. They tell you to embrace the future, or to flee it. And while those framings are not wrong—they are incomplete.

Because they skip something uncomfortable.

The future is not an idea.

It is a labor market.

And the labor market is rearranging itself faster than the people inside it are realizing.

I am writing this book because too many smart, hard-working people are still being told that knowledge work is safe—when it is the work most exposed.

They are told that the degree they earned will protect them.

They are told that learning to use AI will keep them ahead.

They are told that as long as they stay flexible, they will find their place.

They are told that history has always sorted this out before.

So when the offer does not come—when the junior role never opens, when the layoff arrives, when the raise stops growing—they are unprepared.

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.

Not by forecasting AI capabilities. Not by naming winners and losers. Not by selling a five-step plan. But by describing, in plain language, the structural shift that is happening underneath all the noise.

Because the change is not really about technology.

It is about what becomes scarce.

It is about who owns the systems doing the new work.

It is about which jobs were a temporary arrangement, and which ones rest on something deeper.

The white-collar century—the deal where you traded years of school and decades of office work for a stable middle-class life—is closing.

What replaces it is not yet decided.

That decision is being made right now, in living rooms and boardrooms and parliaments, by people who often do not realize they are making it.

This book is for anyone who suspects the old map no longer matches the new road—and who wants to understand the terrain before deciding where to go next.

It is not written to comfort you.

It is written to clarify.

Because clarity, in a moment like this, is the most useful thing I can offer.
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Chapter 1: The Old Bargain
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❦

The father came home with the smell of the plant on him. It clung to his work shirt and to the inside of the truck and to the cracked vinyl of the kitchen chair where he sat down to take off his boots. He was forty-two and his back hurt in a way that he had stopped mentioning. He drank a beer. He watched the news. At some point in the evening, almost every evening, he looked across the table at his son and said some version of the same thing.

You are not doing this.

He meant the plant. He meant the line, the second shift, the overtime that was a blessing in March and a curse in July when the air inside the building got so hot the men took salt tablets the foreman kept in a jar by the time clock. He meant the layoffs that came in waves nobody could predict, and the union meetings that got louder and emptier each year, and the way his own father had ended up at sixty-three with a bad lung and a thin pension and a porch he sat on until he died. He meant all of it. And what he meant by you are not doing this was something specific and almost holy in the houses on his block in the 1970s and the 1980s. He meant: you are going to college. You are going to wear a tie. You are going to sit down to work. You are going to have a desk, and a phone, and a chair that swivels, and a name on a door, or at least a name on a cubicle, and you are going to come home at five o'clock with clean hands.

This is the scene I want you to hold in your head as we start. It happened in millions of American kitchens. It happened in Pittsburgh and Buffalo and Flint and Youngstown and Gary, and in towns whose names you would not recognize unless you grew up in one. It happened in Manchester and Birmingham too, and in the banlieues of Paris, and in the suburbs that were just beginning to form around Tokyo. The fathers were different. The kitchens were different. The sentence was the same.

The son in this scene, the one being told he is not doing this, was almost always pushed in the same direction. Not toward art or music or the sea. Toward an office. Toward a job his father could describe, with a certain amount of awe, as a job where you use your head. The boy who became an accountant. The girl who became a paralegal, then a lawyer. The kid who took the typing class in high school because the guidance counselor said it would be useful, and who ended up in a glass tower downtown in a department called something like Operations Support, doing work the father did not entirely understand and did not entirely need to. The pay was the point. The benefits were the point. The chair that swiveled was the point.

You have to feel what an enormous step this was for the parent. Their parents, in many cases, had been farmers, or had come off boats, or had crossed a continent in a freight car. Their parents had taught them that the body was the engine of a life — that you fed the body, and you protected the body, and you sold the body's hours in the cleanest market you could find. The father in the kitchen had inherited that worldview and then, somewhere around the time his son was born, he had begun quietly to renounce it. He had begun to believe in a different engine. He had begun to believe in the mind.

It is hard to overstate how new this was. For most of human history, in most places, a man who worked with his head — a scribe, a clerk, a priest, a notary — was a rare and slightly suspicious figure in the village. The respectable life was the life of the hand. You grew something. You made something. You hauled something. The thinkers were a thin layer at the top, attached to a court or a church, dependent on patronage that could vanish overnight. The line between thinking work and not-working-at-all was, in most peasant cultures, very thin. You did not want your son to be a scribe. You wanted your son to be strong.

The American father in the 1970s had inverted this completely. He looked at his own body, which was failing him at forty-two, and he looked at the calluses on his hands, and he looked at the men at the plant who had been laid off in 1974 and again in 1981 and who could not find anything to replace what they had lost, and he made a calculation. He decided that the body was no longer the safe engine. The body could be broken. The body could be replaced. The body could be made redundant by a machine in Toledo or a worker in Monterrey, and there was nothing the body could do about it, because the body could not argue and could not pivot and could not, at fifty-five, learn to do something else. The mind, he had come to believe, was different. The mind compounded. The mind was portable. The mind, once trained, could not be repossessed.

So he pushed his son toward the mind. He paid for the SAT prep course that he could not really afford. He drove the son two hours each way to look at a state school the son had only mild feelings about. He cosigned the loan. He took the second job that meant the family ate dinner without him for the next eight years. He did all of this with the absolute certainty of a man who has watched what happens to people who do not have what he is trying to buy his son.

And in his own time, he was right. He was almost completely right. The deal he was buying — a four-year degree, a desk, a pension, a mortgage, a kid of his own who would grow up in a house with a yard — that deal paid off, on average, for the entire forty-year window that ran from roughly 1945 to the early 2000s. The accountant son did better than the line-worker father. The paralegal daughter did better than the cashier mother. The college graduate, on average, made roughly twice what the high-school graduate made, and the gap widened steadily through the second half of the twentieth century, and the work was cleaner and the years of expected life longer and the chance of being maimed by machinery essentially zero.

It was not just an economic deal. It was a cultural deal, a kind of national religion. The father who had grown up watching his own father be ground down by physical work had been given a glimpse of a different country, a country that valued the mind over the back, and he had voted for that country with every dollar he sent to the financial aid office at his son's school. He had voted for the bargain.

The bargain was this: educate yourself, and the economy will take care of you. Do the right cognitive things. Get the degree. Sit at the desk. Use the head. And in return — this was the unspoken promise, the part you did not say out loud because it felt vulgar to say it — in return, you will not be your father. You will not stand at a line. You will not be replaced by a machine. You will not be laid off at fifty-five with no skills the next economy wants. You will be safe.

This is the bargain that is now breaking. I want to spend this first chapter showing you how it was made, because I do not think you can understand what is happening to white-collar work in the late 2020s unless you first understand what a long and deliberate and expensive thing the white-collar economy was. It did not happen by accident. It was built, brick by brick, by a generation that had seen the alternative and did not want it for their children. And it lasted long enough — long enough — that we forgot it had ever been built. We forgot it was a structure. We started to think of it as the ground.

* * *
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THE DEAL HAD A BEGINNING date, and the date was 1944.

That was the year Congress passed the Servicemen's Readjustment Act, which everyone almost immediately started calling the GI Bill. It was a piece of legislation written in a hurry, by a country terrified of two things. The first was another Great Depression. The first time millions of soldiers had come home from a major war, in 1918, the result had been a brief postwar boom and then a long slow grinding contraction that ended in the disaster of the 1930s. Nobody in Washington in 1944 wanted to live through that again. The second fear was political. There were sixteen million men and women in uniform. They had been promised something. If they came home and found nothing, the country knew, from the example of Europe in the 1920s and 1930s, exactly what kind of politics could rise out of disappointed veterans with time on their hands.

So the bill threw everything it had at the problem. Home loans the veterans did not have to put money down on. Unemployment payments for a year. Small-business loans. And, almost as an afterthought, tuition payments for any veteran who wanted to go to college, plus a monthly stipend to live on while they did.

That last provision was supposed to be modest. The drafters of the bill assumed maybe a few hundred thousand men would take the schools up on the offer. Most veterans, the assumption ran, would want to get back to work, not back to a desk. Higher education in America before the war had been a fairly small business. About five percent of adults had a bachelor's degree. Going to college was something well-off families did, or a small slice of strivers from immigrant communities, or kids with the kind of athletic or academic talent that opened doors. It was not a mass institution.

What happened next surprised everyone. By the time the GI Bill's college benefit ran out at the end of the 1950s, almost eight million veterans had used it, and over two million of those had used it to go to a four-year college or university. The country had to build entire campuses to absorb the demand. State universities that had been quiet local colleges in 1940 turned into vast public systems by 1955. Classroom buildings went up in a year. Dormitories were thrown together out of military surplus housing. The faculty doubled and then doubled again. A whole generation of working-class and lower-middle-class men, men whose fathers had never set foot in a college classroom, walked into one and walked out four years later with a different relationship to the labor market.

And the labor market, conveniently, had changed to meet them. The American corporation in 1955 was not the American corporation of 1925. It was bigger. It was more vertically integrated. It had departments — marketing departments, personnel departments, research departments, planning departments — that had simply not existed at most companies before the war. It needed people to staff those departments. It needed people who could write a memo, read a balance sheet, run a meeting, manage a project, supervise other people doing those things. It needed, for the first time in American history, an army of paid thinkers.

The veterans coming out of college on the GI Bill walked directly into those jobs. A whole social class — the post-war American middle class, the class that built the suburbs and bought the station wagons and sent their kids to the schools that produced the next wave — was created in roughly fifteen years by the collision of a piece of legislation and a corporate need.

A few years into this transformation, in 1959, an Austrian-born management consultant named Peter Drucker noticed what was happening and gave it a name. In a book called Landmarks of Tomorrow, Drucker wrote about the rise of what he called the knowledge worker — a new kind of employee whose primary tool was not a hammer or a lathe or a hoe but the contents of his own head. The knowledge worker, Drucker said, was going to be the central figure of the twentieth-century economy, the way the manual laborer had been the central figure of the nineteenth.

The phrase caught. By the early 1960s, executives were using it in annual reports. By the 1970s, it had migrated from business writing into politics. By the 1990s, presidents were giving speeches about the knowledge economy as if it were a place on a map. Drucker had not invented the thing. He had named it. And the act of naming it, as so often happens, made the thing more real. People who held those jobs started to see themselves as members of a category. They started to identify with one another across companies and industries. They started to think of themselves as a class.

What did that class look like, in practice? It looked like the office. It looked like the cubicle, which was not yet called a cubicle but was already, by 1968, the standard unit of American work. It looked like the suburban commute, the morning train into the city, the briefcase, the lunch counter, the elevator full of men in nearly identical suits. It looked like the company that had hired you out of college and that you expected to retire from. It looked like the pension that vested at twenty years and matured at sixty-five. It looked like the company healthcare plan that paid for the babies and the broken arms and the dental work and, eventually, the heart surgery your father back in the steel town would have had to die without.

The benefits were the secret heart of the deal. The wage was nice. The wage was respectable. But the wage was not what made knowledge work feel safe. What made it feel safe was the package — the wage plus the predictable raise plus the health insurance plus the pension plus, and this is the part we forget now, the implicit lifetime guarantee. The American white-collar worker in 1965 expected to keep his job. Not for a quarter. For decades. The thing he was selling the company was not a year of work. It was the rest of his working life.

The company, for its part, expected something back. It expected loyalty. It expected you to wear the suit, attend the meetings, take the transfer to Cincinnati when the company asked, miss the soccer game because the project needed you. It expected you to be a member of the firm in something like the way a citizen is a member of a country. The corporation in 1965 thought of itself as a small, semi-permanent society, with its own retirees and its own widows and its own pension fund and its own holiday parties and its own newsletter and, in many cases, its own physical campus where you ate, exercised, saw the doctor, and sometimes slept. The mid-century American corporation was a community. The community took care of you. In exchange, you belonged to it.

It is impossible, from inside the current economy, to feel how stable this arrangement was. The fathers in the kitchens of the 1970s could feel it. They could see it on the people one rung up, the office workers in their own town — the bank manager, the insurance adjuster, the accountant who came to the house once a year to do the family taxes. Those people did not get laid off. Those people did not break their backs. Those people lived in slightly nicer houses and had slightly newer cars and went to slightly farther places on vacation, and what they had that the line worker did not have was not really the money. It was the certainty. They knew, with something approaching real confidence, where they would be in ten years. Almost no one in America had ever known that before. And almost no one in America has known it since.

This was the safe harbor the bargain pointed to. Get the credential. Take the desk job. Step into the harbor. The water is calm. The work will keep coming. The work will keep paying. And if a wave hits, the wave will hit the boats out at sea — the manual workers, the line workers, the men in the plant your father escaped — and not the boats moored neatly inside the breakwater of the office tower.

For nearly three generations, that was true.

* * *
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THERE IS A GRAPH THAT economists love to put up in lecture halls. The y-axis is some measure of wage premium. The x-axis is the year. The line on the graph is the ratio between what the median college graduate earns and what the median high-school graduate earns, year by year, in the United States, from roughly the end of the Second World War to the present.

The line wobbles a little in the 1950s and 1960s. There is a brief, narrow window in the 1970s when it actually narrows — when college pay and non-college pay come closer together — because the labor market is briefly flooded with the largest cohort of new graduates the country had ever produced. And then, around 1980, the line begins to climb. It climbs through the 1980s. It climbs through the 1990s. It climbs through the 2000s. It climbs through the 2010s. By the time the curve flattens out somewhere in the late 2010s, the college graduate is making roughly twice what the high-school graduate is making, and the gap, by some measures, is the widest it has been in a hundred years.

That curve is the economic shape of the bargain. It is the proof, in numbers, that the father in the 1970s was making the right bet. Every dollar he sent to his son's school came back, over the son's working life, in multiples. The bet paid for itself, paid for the son's house, paid for the son's children's tuition, paid for the son to send his own kids off to do the same thing.

The interesting question — the question economists have been arguing about for forty years — is why. Why did the line keep climbing? What was actually happening underneath it?

The cleanest answer, the one that won most of the arguments inside the field, has come to be called skill-biased technical change. Stripped of the academic clothing, what it says is something like this. Every new technology that arrives in an economy has two effects on workers. It complements some workers, making them more productive and therefore more valuable. And it substitutes for other workers, making them less needed and therefore less valuable. Whether any given worker is helped or hurt by a new technology depends on whether the technology mostly complements them or mostly substitutes for them.

The fundamental claim of the skill-biased story is that, for the entire arc from roughly 1960 to roughly 2015, the dominant new technology in the economy — first mainframes, then personal computers, then enterprise software, then the internet, then mobile and cloud — was a complement to highly educated workers and a substitute for moderately educated workers. The computer, in plain English, made the people who used it for thinking more valuable, and replaced the people who had been doing the rote work the computer could now do directly.

Think about what an accountant did in 1970, before the spreadsheet. He spent his days doing arithmetic — actual arithmetic, with a pencil — on big green sheets of ledger paper, and double-checking his arithmetic, and triple-checking his arithmetic, and re-doing the arithmetic when he found an error on page 14 of a 22-page set of books. The arithmetic was the job. The judgment — should this expense be categorized this way? Is this revenue recognized in the right quarter? What does this trend mean? — was a small fraction of his time. Mostly, he added.

Now think about what an accountant did in 1995, after the spreadsheet. The arithmetic took zero time. The arithmetic was something the computer did, instantly, while he was getting coffee. The job was now the judgment. Is this number right? Is the model set up correctly? What does this trend mean? What should the client do? The accountant in 1995 was much more productive than the accountant in 1970, because he could now do, in a morning, what would have taken him a month with a pencil. And because he was more productive, his work was worth more, and his employer paid him more.

Meanwhile, the man who in 1970 had been the accountant's clerk — the man whose entire job had been to do arithmetic, neatly, on ledger paper, with no judgment involved — that man was gone. He had been replaced not by a person but by the spreadsheet itself. His job had not migrated. It had evaporated.

This is what economists, more recently, have called the polarization of the labor market. The economist David Autor, at MIT, has spent decades documenting it in careful, patient research. What Autor and his collaborators found, by looking at decades of American employment data, is that the middle of the labor market — the routine clerical jobs, the bookkeeping, the factory line work, the bank teller, the travel agent, the switchboard operator — has been steadily hollowed out by technology, while jobs at the top of the market (the doctors, the lawyers, the engineers, the executives) and jobs at the bottom of the market (the home health aides, the food workers, the cleaners) have both grown.

The middle was where the routines were. Routines are what computers do best. Routines were what got automated. And the workers in the middle, the ones with high-school educations and steady office or factory jobs, were the ones who got squeezed. Some of them moved up, retraining into more cognitive work. Some of them moved down, into lower-paid service work. Either way, the rung of the ladder they had been standing on disappeared.

You have probably read versions of this story before, but I want you to feel the asymmetry inside it. For half a century, the rule of thumb worked like this: if your job mostly involves rules and routines, the computer will eventually do it. If your job mostly involves judgment and synthesis, the computer will eventually help you. Education, in this story, was the dividing line. The educated worker did the judgment. The less-educated worker did the routine. The computer ate the routine. Therefore the educated worker got richer and the less-educated worker got poorer.

It is not the only story. The decline of unions matters. The collapse of manufacturing employment matters. Trade with low-wage countries matters. The structure of the American healthcare system, which ties insurance to employment and rewards big employers over small ones, matters. Anyone who tells you the labor market is a single graph driven by a single force is selling you something. But of all the forces operating on the labor market between 1980 and 2020, the one that most consistently rewarded the college graduate and most consistently punished the high-school graduate was the diffusion of computers through the economy. The computer made the educated person more valuable. The computer made the routine person less valuable. The bargain held, and the line on the graph kept climbing, because the technology of the era had picked a side.

The father in the kitchen in 1980 did not know any of this. He could not have explained skill-biased technical change at the table. But he had felt it, in the way a fisherman feels a change in the wind before he can describe it. He had seen the men at the plant who got laid off and could not get another job, and he had noticed that the men in the office tower across town, the men in his son's intended future, did not. He had run the experiment with his own eyes, and the experiment had given him a clean result. The wind was at the back of the office worker. The wind was in the face of the line worker. Put your son on the side of the wind that is helping.

It was, in retrospect, one of the cleanest pieces of economic intuition any generation of parents has ever had.

* * *
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THE BARGAIN BECAME, over time, more than a calculation. It became a faith.

By the time the son in our opening scene was raising his own son or daughter, in the late 1990s or the early 2000s, the calculation no longer felt like a calculation. The road to the office was no longer one of several plausible routes through life; it was the road. The four-year degree had stopped being a special achievement, a thing the family pointed to with pride at Thanksgiving, and had started being a kind of minimum entry fee. Without it you could not even apply. College graduate required on the job listing. Bachelor's degree preferred even for the kind of position that, in 1965, had been filled by a high-school graduate with a pulse.

The educators became evangelists of the road. Guidance counselors talked to fifteen-year-olds about college the way priests talk to teenagers about confirmation — as a sacrament. Where are you going to apply? not are you going to apply. High schools started measuring themselves by their college-placement rates. Parents started, in the more anxious zip codes, hiring private consultants to navigate the admissions process when the kid was still in middle school. The tutoring industry, almost nonexistent in 1975, became a multibillion-dollar business by 2010, almost all of it pointed at one outcome — getting your kid into a school that would credential your kid into the safe harbor.

The state went along. Tuition support, federal loan programs, work-study, Pell Grants — the entire architecture of higher education finance in the United States was built, layer by layer, on the assumption that getting more people through college was an unambiguous public good. It would raise productivity. It would reduce inequality. It would prepare workers for the jobs of the future. It would, more than anything, keep the deal going.

And the deal, for most of those decades, kept going.

But by the late 2000s, something had begun to flicker at the edge of the system. The college wage premium was still there, still high, but the rate at which it was growing had begun to slow. The graduates kept coming out, in larger and larger numbers, and the jobs that absorbed them were not, in every case, the kind of jobs their parents had imagined. The barista with a B.A. in English became, briefly, a national punchline and then, less briefly, a national pattern. The law-school graduates from second-tier programs, in particular, started finding that the firm jobs they had counted on were not there in the numbers the schools' brochures had implied. The PhDs in the humanities had been a leading indicator of this since the 1990s, but in the 2010s the same logic reached down into law, journalism, design, junior management, and parts of finance.

The deal, you could already see if you were looking carefully, was no longer offering the same terms to everyone. It still worked for the engineers. It still worked for the computer scientists. It still worked, mostly, for the doctors and the corporate lawyers and the management consultants and the investment bankers. But the deal had begun to narrow. It was no longer get any degree and step into the harbor. It was beginning to be get the right degree, from the right school, in the right field, and possibly step into the harbor, if you do everything else right too. The harbor had shrunk.

The cultural response to this was not, mostly, to question the deal. The cultural response was to specialize the deal. Get the STEM degree. Skip the humanities. Major in something useful. And, above all — and this was the slogan of the entire 2010s, repeated by presidents and tech executives and journalists and parents and high-school teachers and op-ed writers in something close to lockstep — learn to code.

It is worth pausing on that slogan, because it tells you something important about how the bargain had evolved.

The original bargain, the one the father in the 1970s was buying for his son, was not field-specific. It was the deal of the educated person in general. The accountant, the journalist, the high-school teacher, the social worker, the marketing manager, the librarian, the mid-level corporate paper-pusher — all of these were inside the harbor. Their work was different. Their pay varied. But they were, all of them, on the safe side of the line. The line ran between the people who used their head at work and the people who used their hands.

By the 2010s, the line had moved. The line no longer ran between head work and hand work. It ran through head work. Inside head work, there were now two sides. On one side were the people whose head work was, in some sense, building or directing the technology that was eating the routines of everyone else — the software engineers, the data scientists, the product managers, the quants. On the other side were the people whose head work was being slowly, year by year, made cheaper by that same technology — the journalists, the paralegals, the bookkeepers, the administrative staff, the marketers, the customer service representatives, the analysts of various kinds.

Learn to code was the cultural acknowledgement of that shift. It was the new version of the old advice. The father in 1975 had told his son get a degree. The father in 2015 — usually the same man, now a grandfather, still in the kitchen, still worried about the next generation's prospects — told his grandson get a degree in something technical. The harbor had narrowed. The walls of the harbor were now built specifically out of code.

But the underlying promise had not changed. The promise was still that the right kind of cognitive work, the right kind of education, the right kind of credential, would buy the right kind of life. Stable employment. Predictable raises. Health insurance. A mortgage you could afford. Kids who could expect at least as much as you had. The basic outline of a middle-class American existence, available to anyone willing to do the cognitive work to claim it.

This is the promise we are about to watch break. I want to be careful, here at the end of the chapter, not to overstate what is happening. The bargain is not gone. The college graduate, as I write this, still on average out-earns the high-school graduate by a wide margin. The harbor still exists. There are still desks. There are still benefits. There are still pensions, or at least there are 401(k)s, which is what pension turned into in the years when nobody was looking. The lawyers still go to law school. The accountants still pass the CPA exam. The doctors still match into residencies. From inside many of these professions, on most days, it is possible to look around the office and conclude that nothing has really changed.

But something is happening underneath that has not happened before, and it is the subject of every chapter that follows. For the first time in the long history of the bargain, the technology of the era is no longer reliably on the side of the educated worker. The wind has shifted. It has not yet reached gale force. But it is no longer at the white-collar worker's back the way it was for his father, and his father's father, and his father's father's father, all the way back to the kitchen in the 1970s where this story began.

The accountant's son, the paralegal's daughter, the kid from the steel town who wrote the SAT essay about wanting to do something more, the immigrant family that pooled three generations of savings to pay for the first member of the family to walk across a college stage — all of them are inside the harbor right now. They can see, from the harbor wall, that the water beyond is changing color. They are starting to ask one another about it, quietly, in elevators and at lunch. They are not yet sure what to think.

The father at the kitchen table in 1975 had made a calculation. He had bet his son's life, and his own life's savings, on a particular reading of how the next forty years of the American economy were going to work. He had been almost exactly right.

The question is whether the calculation still holds. Whether the harbor is still a harbor. Whether the bargain — do the cognitive work, and the economy will keep you — is still a bargain that has two sides
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