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They got money for wars, but can't feed the poor.

— Tupac Shakur

The most common way people give up their power

is by thinking they don't have any.

— Alice Walker

You work your whole life. Pay it off. Still owe.

That ain't ownership. That's a permanent lease

they sold you the right to hold.

— Yellaboy

For the people at the kitchen table.

The ones doing the math at midnight.

The ones who figured it out

and couldn't find the book that said so.

This is that book.
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◆

Most of us don't write forewords. Most of us don't write much of anything, honestly. We work. That's what we do and what our people have always done. We get up before the light comes through the window, we trade our hours for a check, and somewhere in the back of our minds we hold onto the idea that if we just keep going long enough, sacrifice hard enough, do everything right — it'll even out. The math will make sense. The scale will balance.

It doesn't balance. That's what this book is about.

Think about someone you know who worked the same job for thirty years. Showed up on time. Did the work without complaint. Believed in the deal — you give your labor, you get a life. Held up their end completely. By the time those thirty years were done, they had a modest house, a small savings account, and a property tax bill that kept climbing on a fixed income. They almost lost the paid-off house to taxes on land they already owned. The house that was supposed to be the inheritance. The house that was supposed to mean something had been accomplished.

JM Alexander gave us the language for what that is. Because most of us knew something was wrong. We just couldn't name it clearly enough to demand that somebody answer for it.

What this book does — and understand how rare this is — is take the thing you have always felt in your chest and put it on the page in plain English without talking down to you. No condescension. No academic distance. No writer visiting the bottom like it's a place they're passing through on the way back to somewhere comfortable. This is someone who knows the weight of the waiting room. Who knows what it costs to be broke in a country that charges you extra for being broke. Who has stood at the intersection of worked hard and still behind and refused to pretend that intersection doesn't exist.

The numbers in this book will make you angry. They should. When you see what the top ten percent holds versus what the rest of us share — and I mean really see it, the way this book lays it out so there's nowhere to look away — something shifts. The shame lifts. You realize the shame was never yours to carry. You didn't fail the system. The system was never designed for you to succeed in it. It was designed for you to keep moving, keep paying, keep producing — and never quite accumulate enough to stop.

They tax your work. Then they tax what you buy with what's left. Then they tax the land you spent your life buying, forever, until you die — and then they have a plan for that too.

This isn't a Black book or a white book. This isn't a Democrat book or a Republican book. This is a working people's book. The mechanic in West Virginia and the farmer in Mississippi and the waitress in Ohio and the warehouse worker in Texas are all standing in the same hole. This book is about who dug it.

Read this. Then pass it to somebody who needs it. That's most of us.

— A Fellow American, In Solidarity

INTRODUCTION: LET'S LOOK AT THE RECEIPT

◆

Let me tell you what this book is not.

It is not a pity party. It is not a victim's manual. It is not written for people who want somebody to feel sorry for them. It is not asking for handouts or charity or a softer America or any of the things that the people who benefit from the current arrangement will immediately accuse it of asking for the moment it makes them uncomfortable.

This book is a receipt.

You ever go to the store and buy something, look at the receipt on the way out, and something doesn't add up? You're standing in the parking lot doing the math in your head thinking — wait. How did forty dollars of groceries turn into fifty-seven? You go back in and they point to all the little line items you weren't paying attention to. The fees. The surcharges. The taxes stacked on top of taxes. You realize you've been paying this your whole life and never once looked at the receipt closely enough to understand what was on it.

That's what happened to all of us. Every working person in this country — every color, every region, every background that involves getting up in the morning and trading your hours for a check — has been paying a bill they never fully read. The people who wrote the bill made very sure it was complicated enough that they wouldn't.

This book is not accepting the bill without reading it.

Now let me be direct about something before we go any further: this is not about race. The farmer in Appalachia losing his land to back taxes is in the same trap as anybody losing their land to back taxes. The factory worker in Michigan whose check gets taxed before he touches it and then taxed again at the register is getting hit the same way as the factory worker anywhere else. The system does not check your background before it extracts from you. It checks your balance. If the balance is low, you're the target. That's the whole story.

When we fight each other about race and region and religion, we are doing exactly what the people at the top of the pile need us to do. We are managing ourselves on their behalf. We are the security system for the arrangement that is crushing all of us. This book is about looking up from that fight and asking: who built this? Who benefits? What do we do about it?

The author of this book is not an economist. That is said clearly and without apology. What the author is, is a person who has been in the room. Who has done the math on a kitchen table at two in the morning and watched the numbers not work out. Who has talked to enough people in enough places to know that the kitchen table math not working out is not a personal failure — it is a policy outcome.

There is a difference. That difference is what this book is 44⁴.

Real numbers are coming. Not rounded off or softened. The history of how we got here, told plain, without the mythology the textbooks wrap it in. The mechanics of how the extraction works — the triple tax, the wealth gap, the way money protects itself at the top while the bottom gets charged for existing. Then what we do about it. Not because all the answers are here, but because a diagnosis without a prescription is just a way of making people feel worse about something they can't change.

We can change it. That's the other thing this book is about.

Unapologetic. Honest as the day is long. Let's look at the receipt.

PART ONE: THE NUMBERS DON'T LIE

CHAPTER ONE
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THE SCOREBOARD NOBODY SHOWS YOU
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◆

Start with one number. Just one, because sometimes one number is enough to change how you see everything else.

Ninety-three trillion dollars.

That is approximately 93 percent of all stocks and mutual funds — the assets that grow fastest. Held by the top ten percent of Americans according to the most recent Federal Reserve Distributional Financial Accounts. The bottom ninety percent hold the remaining 7 percent. Now hold that number and put the breakdown of total household wealth next to it.

In total household wealth, the top ten percent control roughly 67 percent. The bottom half of Americans — one hundred and seventy million people, give or take — collectively own just 2.6 percent of all wealth. One hundred and seventy million people. 2.6 percent of the wealth.

The top ten percent has ninety-three. The bottom ninety percent has five. That is not a gap. A gap is the space between two things that are at least in the same conversation. What that is, is a canyon so wide you can't see the other side from where you're standing. The people on the other side have made very sure the bridge is out.

Let's make this concrete, because big numbers are easy to dismiss. The human brain isn't built to process trillions. We hear trillion, file it under "very large," and move on. So translate it into something visible. If you made fifty thousand dollars a year — roughly the median household income, meaning half of all households make less — and saved every single dollar, never spent a penny, you would need twenty million years to accumulate one trillion dollars. Twenty million years. The Earth is approximately four and a half billion years old. At that savings rate, you would need to have started working roughly four and a half times before the Earth existed to accumulate what the top ten percent holds right now.

That math is not meant to be cute. It is meant to show you the scale, because the scale is the point. This is not a situation where working harder closes the gap. The gap is not closeable by individual effort. It is structural. It is geometric. It grows faster than wages can grow because wealth compounds and wages don't. A dollar invested generates another dollar. A dollar of labor generates an hour worked. Those two things do not behave the same way over time and the tax code — which we will get to in detail — is written specifically to protect the dollar that compounds and to extract from the hour worked.

Here's another way to see it. In 2023, the three wealthiest individuals in the United States had more combined wealth than the bottom fifty percent of all Americans. Three people versus approximately one hundred and sixty-five million people. Think about that the next time somebody says the problem with poor people is that they don't work hard enough. The three people at the top did not outwork one hundred and sixty-five million Americans. Nobody outworks one hundred and sixty-five million people. What they did was build and benefit from a system — and in some cases inherit the position inside that system — and make sure the rules stayed favorable to the people already inside it.

This is not about resenting success. This book is about building. What it is about is the specific, documented, verifiable way the rules of the system are tilted to help money make more money and tilted to prevent work from accumulating into wealth.

The wealth gap is not the result of some people being smarter or harder working or more virtuous than others. The wealth gap is the result of policies — tax policy, housing policy, banking policy, labor policy — consistently written to benefit capital over labor. To benefit the person who already has money over the person who is trying to get it. To benefit the owner over the worker. These policies are not accidents. They were written by people who benefited from them, using the resources those benefits provided, to keep benefiting from them. That is a cycle. Cycles do not break themselves.

When economists talk about wealth, they mean net worth: what you own minus what you owe. Your house minus your mortgage. Your savings minus your debt. For most working people, the ledger looks like this — the main asset is the house, the main liability is the mortgage, and the net worth is whatever equity has built up between those two things. For the wealthy, the ledger looks completely different. The assets are diversified — stocks, bonds, real estate, business ownership, private equity, intellectual property — and they are held in structures designed to minimize taxation and maximize growth. Debt is used not as a necessity but as a tool, borrowed against appreciating assets at interest rates unavailable to regular people, used to acquire more assets that generate more income.

Two completely different relationships to the same economy. Two completely different sets of rules. One set for the person whose wealth is their labor. One set for the person whose wealth is their capital. The tax code, the banking system, the legal system — they treat those two people as though they are playing the same game, as though the field is level, as though the difference in outcomes is the result of effort and not architecture.

It is architecture. That's the scoreboard nobody shows you.

The Federal Reserve publishes quarterly data on wealth distribution in the United States. It's public. Available to anyone. It doesn't take a PhD to read the tables. It takes the willingness to look at what they say without flinching. What they say, consistently, every quarter, year after year, decade after decade: the concentration of wealth at the top is increasing. The share held by the bottom ninety percent is decreasing. The gap is not closing. It is widening. At the current rate of change, it will continue to widen for as long as the current set of policies remains in place.

That is not speculation. That is the scoreboard.

There is a part of the scoreboard that never gets discussed in polite company — the part that goes beyond income and into intergenerational wealth. Money that passes from one generation to the next without being earned, without being worked for, simply inherited. The top one percent of American households hold the majority of all inherited wealth in the country. When a billionaire dies, the children receive that fortune through mechanisms specifically designed to minimize the tax burden on the transfer. When a working person dies, their children receive whatever is left after the debts are paid and the estate is settled — which for most working families is somewhere between modest and nothing.

The wealth gap grows within generations. It multiplies across them. The rich get richer and their children start richer still. The working class works hard and their children start from the same place they started, or close to it. The mythology of the meritocracy floats on top of this reality like oil on water, telling everyone that the difference is talent and drive, telling the children of the wealthy that they earned what they were handed, telling the children of the working class that they haven't worked hard enough for what they weren't given.

That's the scoreboard. Get familiar with it. Everything else in this book is built on understanding it.

The scoreboard has a geography too. The wealth concentration is not random across the map of America. It clusters in specific places — the coastal metro areas, the financial centers, the zip codes where the top income earners have always concentrated. Meanwhile the bottom of the wealth distribution is also geographically specific — the rural counties, the post-industrial cities, the communities that were organized around manufacturing or agriculture and that have been reorganized by the departure of both. This is not coincidence. It is the spatial expression of the same economic policy that produced the income divergence.

The Federal Reserve's Distributional Financial Accounts — the dataset behind the ninety-three trillion versus five trillion comparison — also reveals something about the composition of wealth at different levels. The top one percent holds wealth primarily in financial assets and business equity. The middle class — the fifty-first through eighty-ninth percentile — holds wealth primarily in real estate. The bottom fifty percent holds almost no financial assets; what modest wealth they have is primarily in vehicle equity and small retirement account balances. This compositional difference matters enormously for understanding the long-term dynamics, because financial assets and business equity appreciate in ways that real estate and vehicles do not.

The S&P 500 returned approximately three hundred and forty percent between 2010 and 2020. The median home price increased approximately sixty percent over the same period. The wealthy, whose wealth is primarily in financial assets, saw their wealth grow at roughly six times the rate of the working family whose wealth is primarily in their home. The policy environment of the decade — low interest rates engineered by the Federal Reserve, tax policy favorable to capital gains, corporate buyback programs enabled by deregulation — was specifically organized to produce those returns. The working family's sixty percent home appreciation sounds good in isolation. In context, it is evidence of falling behind.

The intergenerational wealth research adds another dimension to the scoreboard. Economic mobility in the United States — the ability of a person to achieve a higher economic position than the one they were born into — is lower than in most comparable wealthy nations. A child born in the bottom quintile of the income distribution in the United States has approximately an eight percent chance of reaching the top quintile as an adult. In Denmark, that figure is eleven percent. In Canada, it is thirteen percent. The American Dream — the specific promise that hard work enables upward mobility — is more empirically achievable in Canada than in the United States. That fact is not prominently featured in the American civic mythology.

CHAPTER TWO
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WE GOT MONEY FOR WAR
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◆

In fiscal year 2023, the United States federal government spent approximately eight hundred and fifty-eight billion dollars on national defense. That is more than the next ten countries combined spend on their militaries. More than China, Russia, India, Saudi Arabia, the United Kingdom, Germany, France, South Korea, Japan, and Australia added together. The United States spends more on war preparation than the rest of the top ten defense spenders on earth combined.

In that same fiscal year, the federal government spent approximately one hundred sixty-six billion dollars on nutritional assistance — the programs that keep working families from going hungry. SNAP, WIC, school lunch programs, the whole category of making sure people can eat. That breaks down to roughly 113 billion for SNAP, 22 billion for school meals, 6.6 billion for WIC, and the rest for other programs. One hundred sixty-six billion. For comparison: the cost of a single Gerald R. Ford-class aircraft carrier is approximately thirteen billion dollars. The Navy builds them in batches.

This is not a pacifist argument. The point is not that we shouldn't have a military. The point is that the sentence "we can't afford it" only gets applied to specific things. It never gets applied to the defense budget. It never gets applied to bank bailouts. It never gets applied to corporate subsidies and tax breaks and carried interest loopholes. "We can't afford it" is a sentence deployed exclusively in the direction of the bottom. In the direction of the people who need the thing being declared unaffordable.

That is not a budget constraint. That is a choice.

Let's be specific about what choices look like, because abstraction is how the powerful hide the decisions that affect ordinary lives. In 2008 and 2009, the federal government found, in a matter of weeks, approximately seven hundred billion dollars to bail out the financial institutions that had crashed the global economy through a combination of fraud, recklessness, and the specific arrogance of people who knew that if things got bad enough, the public would have no choice but to rescue them. Seven hundred billion dollars. No extended debate. No years of committee hearings about affordability. The money existed and the decision was made.

That same financial crisis cost approximately eight million Americans their jobs and five million their homes. The response to those eight million and five million was several years of congressional debate about whether extended unemployment benefits were affordable, followed by a slow, grinding recovery that took a decade to fully restore employment levels.

One group got seven hundred billion dollars in weeks. The other group got years of argument about whether help was affordable. That is not a resource problem. That is a priority problem.

The war budget carries a dimension that doesn't get discussed in plain language often enough: it is also economic policy. The defense industry employs significant numbers of people. Defense contracts flow to specific congressional districts. The people who vote on the defense budget are also the people whose districts receive defense contracts. The senators and representatives most vocal about fiscal responsibility when the subject is nutrition assistance or housing — those same legislators often represent districts with major defense installations and defense-related manufacturing. The money they're protecting isn't abstract patriotism. It's constituent employment and donor relationships.

This is not a conspiracy. It's public record. The revolving door between the Pentagon and the defense industry is documented, catalogued, and covered in mainstream journalism for decades. The people who decide how much to spend on weapons are frequently the same people who, when they leave government, go to work for the companies that make the weapons.

Meanwhile the nutrition assistance budget — the money that keeps working families fed — gets debated every single farm bill cycle as though feeding people is an extravagance requiring careful evaluation. As though hunger is a policy option on the table.

Here is a number worth sitting with. Estimates for the cost to end food insecurity in America vary depending on methodology — ranging from approximately twenty-five billion to seventy-five billion dollars annually, depending on how completely you want to close the gap and through which combination of programs. Take the higher estimate. Seventy-five billion to make sure nobody in this country goes hungry. That is still less than six percent of the annual defense budget. Still a fraction of what the United States allocates to military spending. The United States could substantially reduce — or entirely end — hunger in America for a cost that represents a meaningful but not revolutionary reallocation of existing federal spending, and has chosen, year after year, through democratic processes and political choices and the specific influence of people who have the most to gain from keeping things the way they are, not to do it.

That is a priority problem.

The physical infrastructure of this country — the roads, the bridges, the water systems, the electrical grid, the broadband that has become as necessary as water for participating in the modern economy — is rated by the American Society of Civil Engineers at a C-minus. Not some rural backwater. The whole country. The bridges working people drive over every day. The water systems delivering water to working people's houses. The grid powering the factories where working people work. C-minus. The cost to bring American infrastructure to an acceptable standard is estimated in the low trillions over ten years. Congress has struggled to find it. The debates are perennial. The infrastructure keeps deteriorating.

The defense budget gets passed every year. Automatically. Without the drama, without the threats to shut down the government or default on the national debt. The defense budget is not subject to the same fiscal scrutiny as programs that feed people and maintain the physical environment where people work and live. One category of spending is sacred. The other is always on the table.

Come the fuck on. You gotta be kidding me. They can drop a million-dollar bomb and nobody blinks. Not a meeting gets cancelled. Not a program gets questioned. Seventy-five billion dollars would end hunger in America. A single F-35 fighter jet costs over one hundred fifty million dollars. One plane. We could feed every hungry person in this country with the cost of one hundred fighter jets and still have money left over. Instead, the country is debating whether poor people deserve to eat. That is not an accident. That is a priority.

This pattern — unlimited resources for certain priorities, perpetual scarcity for others — is not the result of one party or one president or one Congress. It is the persistent result of who has the power to set the agenda and whose interests that agenda serves. The defense industry spent approximately one point two billion dollars on lobbying and campaign contributions in the decade leading up to 2020. The organizations that advocate for nutrition assistance do not have comparable resources. Money talks in Washington in the most literal possible sense — it buys access, it buys favorable regulatory treatment, it buys the agenda setting that determines what gets discussed and what doesn't.

This is also not new. The history of the United States is a history of priority choices. The money was always there. The question was always: what did we value? What were we willing to pay for? The answer has not been: working people eating food. The answer has been military primacy, corporate profit protection, and the preservation of the economic hierarchy that makes all of that possible. Until that answer changes — until the power shifts to the people who are currently at the bottom — the receipts will look the same. Million-dollar bombs. Empty refrigerators. That is the math. And we are not kidding about it.

The takeaway from this chapter is not anger at the military. The takeaway is this: the next time somebody says we can't afford universal school lunch, or we can't afford to fix the water system, or we can't afford to house the people sleeping under bridges — remember the eight hundred and fifty-eight billion. Remember the aircraft carriers. Remember the seven hundred billion in bank bailouts found in weeks. Remember that "we can't afford it" is not an economic statement. It is a political statement about whose needs are prioritized and whose are not.

We can afford anything we decide to afford. The decision is made by people who answer to interests. Those interests can be changed. But first they have to be named.

The offshore dimension of the military-spending versus social-spending tradeoff deserves attention. The United States maintains approximately eight hundred military installations in more than seventy countries, by Department of Defense estimates. The total annual cost of maintaining this global military infrastructure is not fully captured in the official defense budget, which does not include veterans' benefits, nuclear weapons programs managed by the Department of Energy, or the interest on the national debt attributable to past military spending. When these additional categories are included, the full national security budget exceeds one trillion dollars annually.

The political coalition that maintains the defense budget at its current level draws from both parties and is organized not primarily around foreign policy rationale but around the domestic economic interests embedded in defense spending. The defense industrial base employs approximately three and a half million people in the United States, according to Department of Defense data, spread across congressional districts in all fifty states. This geographic dispersion is the result of deliberate contracting decisions over decades that created political constituencies for defense spending in places where no strategic military rationale would have put them. The B-2 bomber, for example, was manufactured with components sourced from suppliers in forty-six states — a procurement decision that makes strategic nonsense but makes political sense by creating forty-six states' worth of congressional interest in keeping the program funded.

The comparison to peer nations is instructive. Germany spends approximately two percent of GDP on defense — the NATO benchmark the United States has long pressed its allies to meet — and has a universal healthcare system, world-class infrastructure, and social safety net programs that produce measurably better outcomes for working people than their American equivalents. The United Kingdom spends approximately two point three percent of GDP on defense and has the National Health Service. France spends approximately two point one percent and has a social insurance system ranked near the top in international comparisons. The United States spends approximately three point five percent of GDP on defense — nearly twice the NATO benchmark it demands of others — and ranks last among comparable wealthy nations in healthcare equity and financial protection.

The rhetorical framing of defense spending as the cost of freedom and social spending as an unaffordable luxury is not supported by the empirical comparison. The citizens of peer nations that spend less on defense and more on social investment are not less free by any measurable standard. They live longer. They have more economic mobility. They are less likely to be bankrupted by illness. The specific American conflation of military spending with liberty and social spending with dependence is a cultural and political construction, not an economic or philosophical truth.

CHAPTER THREE
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THE WORKING MATH
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◆

Stay with the math here, because this math is the kind that changes how you see your own life.

The federal minimum wage in the United States has been seven dollars and twenty-five cents an hour since 2009. As of this writing, that is the longest period the federal minimum wage has gone without an increase since it was established in 1938. In those same years, the cost of rent has increased by roughly fifty percent nationally. The cost of healthcare has increased by roughly seventy percent. The cost of groceries has increased by roughly forty percent. The things a minimum wage is supposed to cover — shelter, food, healthcare, the basic cost of being alive in a functioning society — have all increased dramatically while the minimum wage has stayed exactly where it was.

If the minimum wage had kept pace with worker productivity since 1968 — meaning if workers had received the same share of what they produce as they did then — the federal minimum wage would be approximately twenty-four dollars an hour today. Not fifteen. Twenty-four. The gap between seven twenty-five and twenty-four dollars represents the amount transferred, over decades, from wages to profits. From the people who do the work to the people who own the enterprise.

That transfer did not happen by accident. It happened through specific policy choices: the weakening of labor law, the defunding of the National Labor Relations Board, the legal and political assault on union organizing, the trade agreements that made it profitable to move production to places where workers had fewer protections and less bargaining power. Every point of that transfer has a policy decision behind it. Every dollar taken from wages and added to profits was enabled by something voted on, signed, or refused to be enforced by people in positions of authority who answered to the people who benefited from the transfer.

Now let's look at what the working math actually looks like for a real household. The median household income in the United States is approximately fifty-six thousand dollars a year. That sounds like it should be enough. Let's see where it goes.

Federal income taxes, before any deductions, take approximately twelve percent of that amount. State income taxes vary, but call it another five percent in a typical state. That's seventeen percent before the check is printed. Payroll taxes — Social Security and Medicare — take another seven point six five percent. Before you touch a dollar, roughly twenty-five percent has been extracted. On fifty-six thousand dollars, that's fourteen thousand gone. You're taking home about forty-two thousand.

Forty-two thousand dollars a year is three thousand five hundred a month. Build the budget. Average rent for a two-bedroom apartment in lower-cost markets runs approximately fifteen hundred dollars a month — and significantly more in cities. Use fifteen hundred, the optimistic number. That's fifteen hundred out of three thousand five hundred. Healthcare: if you get it through an employer, the average employee contribution is approximately five hundred dollars a month for a family plan as of recent survey data from the Kaiser Family Foundation. That's two thousand gone. You have fifteen hundred left for food, transportation, utilities, clothing, school supplies, savings, and every other cost of being a functioning person in modern America.

The math does not work. Not tight — does not work. The arithmetic of the median American income against the arithmetic of the median American cost of living produces a negative number for millions of households before any emergency, any illness, any car repair, any unexpected anything happens.
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