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A Class for Itself is presented in two parts. Part I tackles the core question – who is the US working class? – with a detailed, updated analysis of Labor in America’s post-industrial society. Part II uses that analysis to outline a positive program and strategy for struggle that can rally American workers and transform the nation as today’s tragic political crisis cascades toward resolution.

Written with political purpose, A Class for Itself also pays homage to Marvin Harris (1927-2001), the dean of postwar American anthropology and a founder of the school of cultural materialism.

Homage is due because Harris, starting in 1979, set forth the framework from which this book's prescriptive politics are derived. Always an earnest social scientist, Harris insisted that cultural and anthropological assertions be held to the scrutiny of historical and, especially, ongoing empirical investigation. Now, four further decades of accelerating post-industrial transformation – “hyperindustrial” in Harris terminology – amply provide the verification he demanded. Yet, Harris passed away in 2001, so despite the proof and relevance of his work, he cannot popularize and advance his powerful thesis. Nor has any professional protégée risen to fill the void. This great work was done in the late mid-20th century, and now another two generations of both political activists and anthropologists have come along without benefit of his cultural materialist insight. Given the present avalanche of untethered commentary on today's working class and its interests, this lay-anthropologist feels duty-bound to set things straight.

In 1995, near the end of his life – after I'd learned of him, read his work and sought him out – Harris was my mentor.

When I came to him, I was a decade removed from the collapse of New Left's party-building movement that had launched in 1975. The Communist Workers Party (CWP) was one of several national formations that congealed as the leftist activists of America's tumultuous 60s sought a useful political structure for the long haul, as the big protests of the era were evidently dying down. As our Party advanced from the 70s through the 80s, however, we became increasingly aware that American society was transforming, that its industrial base was old and dilapidated, that "knowledge work" was assuming evermore prominence and that a "post-industrial society" was emerging. These developments challenged some of our theoretical foundations, but the whole party-building movement collapsed (and the CWP disbanded) before a constructive alternative synthesized. Then, in 1990, the Socialist Camp imploded, leaving me and the rest of the world's would-be socialists to find our own bearings in the world’s social and political maelstrom.

In that regard, the CWP's unfinished discussion of post-industrial society and its knowledge workers had left me wondering if humanity’s mode of production, itself, might be transforming. If so, why? And in what direction and with what implications for classes and class struggle going forward? Since my post-CWP self had decided to get a master's degree and teach high school social studies, I knew I'd have the time and purpose to further investigate.

It wasn't long before I encountered Harris' work; he was prolific and most of his books were written in popular style for mass audiences. He also wrote about the philosophy of science, particularly anthropological science. Amid all this, in Cannibals and Kings (Chapter 14: The Origins of Capitalism)​[1]​ I uncovered the answer to my questions. A Class for Itself is Harris' insight, updated to the present, as best this respectful acolyte can render.

Harris uncovered, investigated and explained the social and ecological process that – since the advent of human life in the Earth’s ecosystem – has irregularly, infrequently, yet always eventually compelled the decay and replacement of an old mode of production by a fundamentally new and different one.

In the mid-90s, a light bulb came on as I realized that post-industrial society was, in fact, the latest, yet-to-be-named, but entirely new mode of production whose transformation of the economic base would eventually transform the whole society from the bottom up...if only the ideologies and institutions of the old, Industrial Age could be overcome and displaced before they drove us all into a global dark age.

To check my epiphany, I eventually wrote directly to Harris, who by then was 68 and a professor emeritus in anthropology at the University of Florida. I explained that, based on his theory, I was taking the view that the surge in global population through the post-war era and its impending depletion of worldwide and relatively fixed fossil fuel reserves had rendered the age of mass production – the Industrial Age – strategically kaput. Therefore, already and henceforth, per cultural materialism, the new mode will steadily select for culture, politics and practices that serve its cause and against those of the old mode that no longer can. Indeed, it seemed our world was already changing and moving, irreversibly, into a new way of life.

Harris responded just the next day, offering cheerful interest in my assessment, despite an admonition that cultural materialism “is quite powerful in retrodiction, but its predictive utility may not be as good.” He posed a number of questions for further analysis, but added, "It seems to me you are as close to answering these questions as I am. In the meantime, I will send you some of my more recent ruminations."​[2]​

Near the end of his career – and his life – by the time I reached him, Harris seemed to know he wasn't going to cut new ground in the application of cultural materialism, an effort that (he knew far better than I) would be years in the making. But, he advised me to press onward with my post-industrial investigations and I did.

Three decades later, now, with the nation and the world directly focused on the issue of who is the working class and what are its interests – key to the delineation of any useful social contract for the critical, climate-changed era ahead – the time is ripe to revive Harris and use his framework to assess the kind of positive program that can rally working Americans – American Labor – at this crucial juncture in world affairs.

Thus, it is for Marvin Harris as well as all the world's people and our collective future that I write this book.

In addition to Harris, another social scientist (happily, still living) provides vital theoretical insight for the present work. That would be Neil Howe, the co-author (with the late William Strauss (1947-2007)) of Generations: The History of America's Future 1584 to 2069​[3]​ and The Fourth Turning,​[4]​ both published in the 90s. The essential core of Howe's work is its discovery and articulation of the forces that drive what President Franklin Delano Roosevelt (1882-1945) called​[5]​ a "rendezvous with destiny" – that "mysterious cycle in human events" that, every 80 to 90 years or so, brings forth a social crisis of seemingly existential proportions...and, then, abruptly resolves all its key issues in a previously-improbable and definitively-new social contract.

Howe and Strauss, in 1991, wrote that the next such transformative period (later, they called these "Fourth Turnings") was still a good 30+ years off. Today, we see that their prophecy has come true, powerfully confirming the soundness of generationally-attuned political science. Summing up the present situation in 2023, Howe published The Fourth Turning is Here.​[6]​

For social change activists such as myself, Howe's science is important because it shows that "bourgeois cultural hegemony" (per Italian communist Antonio Gramsci​[7]​ (1891-1937)), far from static and all powerful, actually ebbs and flows over time in a specific sequence of social moods (Crisis, High, Awakening, Unraveling, repeat) that creates transformational political moods (Crises) at roughly 90-year intervals, that is, the time required for the four generations alive (children, young adults, mid-lifers and elders) at the last social contract's formation to grow old and die off, in the process undermining the old order, watching it decay and – with the new generations coming along in replacement – forging, in the next rendezvous with destiny, a transformative, new social contract to displace the dysfunctional one.

I met Strauss and Howe in the 90s and attended two workshops they led. Over the years, I've followed Howe who, it must be said, is not, himself, a leftist or a political radical of any sort. Yet, his work offers profound guidance, as well as solace, to progressive forces that, otherwise, must keep their organizing noses indefinitely to the grindstone as they have no way to know (amid capitalism's constant stream of oppression begetting resistance) whether, when and how a true, revolutionary situation is or will become extant. Over the last decade, false and crashing hopes have been demoralizing, and even now, as a true revolutionary situation presents, most activists engage from defensive necessity, without the firm confidence and transformative vision that Fourth Turning analysis engenders.

Timing, of course, is crucial in politics. Thus, despite this work’s focus on the changed nature of the working class and its interests, it also must incorporate Fourth Turning analysis to fully expose today’s fortuitous situation. Yet, Howe, himself, is not only alive but still highly active, with a weekly podcast and persistent social media presence, in addition to his occasional book. Reasonably, I had no choice but to bring his insight into my work, but I must direct readers to go to the original source to deepen their understanding.

The same can be said of Warren Mosler (and the other leading lights of Modern Monetary Theory (MMT)) whose insight is now vital to anyone who wants to organize and fight for the interests of today's working class. The “financial literacy” of today’s progressives – indeed, of the public, in general, and of Labor, in particular – lags substantially behind that of earlier eras, and a catch-up is past-due. Herein, I explain and espouse key connections between working class interests and government finance, but for readers with financial and economic backgrounds (or inclinations), more extensive investigation of MMT will vastly expand horizons of class struggle at this crucial juncture in our nation's and the world's affairs.

Thus, Part I – relying on MMT’s, Howe’s and Harris’ insight – examines and explains today’s class struggle in the US and the world as the confluence of three distinct, controlling currents: (1) the transformation of our mode of production and, in its wake, the arrival of the service class and the maturation of its politics; (2) the present recurrence of our once-every-90-years, generationally-driven “rendezvous with destiny” with its now-pending, new social contract; and (3) the climate-driven obsolescence of brutalist corporate political power and the arrival of fiat currency to makeover government finance, undergird service class politics and power a Service Age social contract. While A Class for Itself is focused on the US, activists in every nation will find relevance and utility for their own situations.

Part II, to stimulate discussion, sketches the contours of a feasible Service Age social contract (in the US) and some features of potentially useful political strategy and tactics to get there.

[Return to Table of Contents]



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Part I

Who is the US ‘Working Class’?


Introduction
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Since Donald Trump's 2024 election and his stunning, expansive turn of state power to personal and oligarchal interests, a lot has been made of the Democrats' inability to connect with – much less target – the American "working class." Conversely, by tapping the anxieties of white, male, non-college-educated workers, Trump's gotten credit for an imperceptible realignment in the GOP's class orientation.

The "shock and awe" of Trump's onslaught has since pushed this class critique to the background, but it should not be forgotten. Regaining the respect and trust of America's working class must be central to our struggle, not only to derail Trump's autocracy, but, crucially, to put our society on course for a new social contract between the government and working Americans. The 2026 Congressional elections will demonstrate which – every election brings some to the fore – progressive candidates offer visionary, yet practical remedies that genuinely appeal to working Americans, in particular, to the Independent third of the electorate that has swung from Obama (2012) to Sanders (2016) to Trump (2016) to Biden (2020) and back to Trump (2024). In 2026, these voters are going to judge Trump's impact, look at the alternatives (running for Congress and local office), and decide whether it's worth – in oppressive, dangerous conditions – going out to cast their vote.

Who is this large group of swing voters, that is, this section that votes instinctively for this or that candidate – and, crucially, sometimes doesn't vote at all – guided primarily by their own personal, economic and social reality...by their jobs and consumption with circles of family and friends or, sometimes, in social isolation? And what of large sections of each party’s “base” – voters who, party loyalty aside, display the same class, social and demographic characteristics as the Independent swingers? With the midterm election fast approaching, political calculations should invite discussion of who is the American "working class" and what are its interests?

Unfortunately, the discussion, to date, has been unsatisfactory. Thoughtlessly assuming that today's "working class" is more or less the same one that won the New Deal, many progressive pundits, opinion leaders and political consultants simply do not fathom the very different nature, structure, interests and perspective of contemporary Labor, that is, Labor in a post-industrial society.

In fact, as the present work explains, post-industrial society is a leap ahead from the Industrial Age of yore. The United States is now part of the Service Age, and, accordingly, the nature and class structure of everyone's life and work has transformed.

Ignorance is bliss unless it portends disaster. The truth is, today's "working class" is fundamentally different than Labor of old, and without an updated class analysis, it is difficult to see, articulate or champion contemporary Labor's actual political cause (as the present, programmatic disarray among Democrats makes plain). Yet, without a clear cause and an energetic champion, a unified mass movement cannot quite gel.

Our leaders need to be sharper. Every activist and politician who wants to defeat Trumpism in 2026 by spurring Americans toward a new, viable social contract for the climate-changed era ahead needs to know, for real, who is the US working class and what does it need and want?

Let's dig into it.

[Return to Table of Contents]
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‘Middle Class’ Labor and Politics in the US
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We can forgive ourselves if most of us Americans consider ourselves "middle class" and tune-out overt, ideological appeals to working class interests. It's fair to ask, is class politics really a thing in the US?

For reasons rooted in its founding on a vast but sparsely-populated continent, the United States barely experienced the kind of obvious, intense, focused class struggle​[8]​ that awakened and spread class sentiments, antagonisms and analysis in Europe in the mid-1800s, in the wake of the Industrial Revolution.

In Europe, a slow, 200-year turn toward industrialism (beginning about 1500) had been driven by a relentless, post-Dark Age, agrarian population surge that was confined to fixed parcels of arable, aristocratic land known today as “manors.” Given this demographic pressure, agriculture had to give way to a new means of sustaining life, and class struggle – at first, primarily between the old landed aristocracy and the rising industrial capitalists and, later, between these same capitalists and industrial proletarians – became central to politics. In 1848, Karl Marx recognized this struggle and broke into history with The Communist Manifesto.​[9]​

In contrast, with virtually unlimited land in ready supply – and, thus, inconsequential demographic pressure – industrialism's appearance in America was by imitation, not necessity. Indeed, it was only through the 19th century – as millions of peasants fled Europe's dearth and famine for the free land in America – that the new nation's budding industrialists could skim off the labor necessary to expand their nascent mines and mills.

Roots of America's ‘Middle Class’ Dream

Without Europe's kind of catalytic, land-population pressure, America's Industrial Revolution – though it eventually surpassed Europe's in scale and impact – was borrowed and late-coming. Inevitably, its initial class contradictions were more muted, locally-confined and less nationally-dramatic. Moreover, the Civil War and its end of slavery had trained Americans that Free Labor was a wonderful, salutary advance for the whole nation, resolving less a class than a caste contradiction. Thus, by the time America's Industrial Revolution really kicked-in (the 1880s and 90s), the nation's media and academics were focused more on racial and immigrant opportunity and "upward mobility" (or lack thereof) than on class constraints.

Against this background, the government handed out free land to new settlers and spurred private railroad construction to open the West while the country's evermore numerous small towns (rural markets) spawned a vast, widening stratum of shopkeepers and small businesses whose "middle-class life" – prosperous and secure – became the heart and soul of the American Dream.

But, what did "middle-class" mean? On that, the commentators were vague and uncertain. Obviously, this stratum wasn't composed of farmers, laboring on the land. And, clearly, they weren't laboring in factories, mines or mills, either. In both of those cases, the precarity of work – for farmers, seasonal debt and natural calamities; for proletarians, the business cycle's persistent depressions and lay-offs – confined them in perpetual labor, each unsure of its prospects and with little means of social support.

Though not of these "lower-classes," shopkeepers and their kind (like the secretaries and white-collar accountants employed by big business) also weren't part of the "upper-class," the wealthy masters of industry, finance and commerce. Rather, they were "in the middle," just filling niches on the foundation of the nation's industrial base.

In this, the matter of ownership was self-evident and hardly worthy of analysis...industrial titans owned their factories; family farmers owned their land; shopkeepers owned their businesses. In contrast, the people that worked for others – whether proletarians in the factories or the hired help in factory offices and small businesses – obviously didn't own the places in which they worked...nor were they going to. Nevertheless, even for those who owned nothing but their own skills and labor-power, America, with its vast space and cheap land, conjured one worthy, seemingly attainable aspiration for everyone: the dream of a home on land of your own.

Late-Developing Proletarian Class Consciousness

Although vaguely analyzed and often misdirecting, home ownership and other "middle-class aspirations" were widely promoted from the Gilded Age (1880s) on. While they had ready appeal among farmers – the majority of Americans, who witnessed some of their own children growing up and becoming "townie" shopkeepers – but home ownership, et al, was more dreamlike and less accessible to the country's mostly-immigrant factory workers, toiling in its expanding industrial sector. Ten-hour days, hazardous conditions, child labor, persistent low wages and tenement life in urban centers was the proletarian norm. Among this sector, class consciousness – the kind that delineates by relative power in the mode of production – eventually did take shape, propelling the storied history of the nation's turn-of-the-century union movement​[10]
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