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The crisis consists precisely in the fact that the old is dying and the new cannot be born; in this interregnum a great variety of morbid symptoms appear.


—ANTONIO GRAMSCI 
Prison Notebooks, vol. II, Notebook 3, 1930















INTRODUCTION



AN INJURY TO ALL


It was late April of 2020 in New York City, and Kim Moenich, a nurse, was on her way to work. The cherry blossoms sparkled in pink and white, the sun squinted through the rooftops, and it was that magical hour of day when everyone banged on pots and pans. Out their windows, on the sidewalks, leaning out of livery cabs, New Yorkers sang and yelled and raised a ruckus, a show of support for the “healthcare heroes” around the city.


The ritual had begun in Wuhan. “Jiayou!” people yelled from their rooftops. Literally “add oil,” jiayou is colloquially used as a call of encouragement and fortitude. During the COVID-19 pandemic, the Chinese adopted it as a nationwide show of solidarity for the “frontier workers,” a remnant term from the lexicon of Maoism.


As the new coronavirus crisscrossed the world, so did the collective rituals of support. In the region of Lombardi, the second global epicenter of the disease, Italians bellowed, “Bella, ciao” (“Goodbye, beautiful”), from their balconies. Originally a partisan protest folk song from the nineteenth century, it’s been widely adopted as an antifascist anthem since the Second World War. “The day will come,” the song goes, “we all shall work in freedom.”


When the virus began ravaging their city, New Yorkers began performing their own version of the ritual. Every evening in April at 7 p.m. sharp, from the Bronx to Brooklyn, entire neighborhoods made some serious noise, rattling the quiet air with encouragement that drowned out the constant clamor of ambulance sirens.


Kim enjoyed the serenade and, anyway, she was in no rush to enter the hospital. She knew what awaited her, and she had already seen so much.


In 2013, Kim had traveled to fight the deadly Ebola, a viral hemorrhagic fever in humans and other primates that causes massive internal and external bleeding. It is passed through direct contact with contaminated bodily fluids and kills about half of those it infects.1 The disease had a catastrophic impact on West African countries during an epidemic outbreak in 2013–2016.


And then came the COVID-19 pandemic here. As a traveling nurse, Kim had witnessed the pandemic unfold across the country. In March 2020, Kim left one post in Atlanta to work in Tulsa, after she’d heard rumors that the city’s hospitals were ill-equipped to handle the virus in the event of an outbreak. When the situation seemed under control, she transferred to a hospital in West Palm Beach, Florida, where many attending physicians openly spread COVID-hoax conspiracy theories, even as increasing numbers of people contracted the virus. “They really did not care if their patients lived or died,” she said. Unable to be of much use, she requested immediate transfer to New York City, where the virus was killing record numbers of people and public mitigation measures like social distancing proved difficult.


But New York, incredibly, was the worst. “New York was worse than anything I’ve ever seen,” she said. “Worse than Uganda.”


As she got closer to the hospital entrance, she worried it would be like the other nights, with more piles of bodies, more chaos, more risk, more mistakes made, more death. She paused another minute to listen to the pots and pans before entering the building. When she walked into the ER, a young woman was already screaming at nurses to save her life. The patient had tested positive for COVID a week earlier and was having trouble breathing. She was passing around a photo of her six-year-old daughter so the nurses knew the stakes. After calming the woman and watching her oxygen level rise, Kim was optimistic and turned her back to attend to another patient.


She didn’t get very far. “Then I heard the sound you never want to hear,” she said. “Gurgling.” The woman’s body had entered what’s known as a cytokine storm, a condition that destroys the respiratory system. Fluid fills the lungs and begins to rise up the trachea, blocking oxygen and causing fluid to rise even more, producing a sound familiar to experts in lung problems. Kim jumped onto the woman’s bed and began performing compressions. In a Tyvek suit, two masks, a face shield, a gown, gloves, and goggles, she felt like she was drowning in her own sweat. “But she was fine just a minute ago,” Kim said. “We were going to give her everything we had.”


Doctors knew how to fight Ebola, but COVID was just different. What made the COVID-19 crisis in New York worse wasn’t the severity of the disease but the chaotic approach to treatment and the conditions under which nurses worked.


Medical professionals didn’t know how to treat COVID patients, and there was no accepted emergency standard of care. Doctors and nurses now know that patients were intubated too frequently, and that certain medicines commonly used against COVID could make it worse. “This was combat medicine,” Kim said. “Do or die.” Kim worked fifteen-hour days, using rest periods to read the latest medical science on COVID treatments. Nurses, doctors, and specialists were learning in real time, from their mistakes as much as their victories.


Their working conditions made everything worse. Personal protective equipment (PPE) shortages were the rule, and Kim kept her N95 mask in a brown paper lunch bag she stored in her locker. She’d been wearing the same one for over a week. The halls of the hospital were lined with ailing bodies begging to be treated. Nurses and doctors were forced to make split-second life-and-death medical decisions without the aid of CT scans. The patients could barely breathe, their hearts beat irregularly; they were feverish and scared to death. The ventilators that night were all full. The negative pressure room, where almost all infectious disease patients were treated, was full.


Occasionally, Kim’s patient showed encouraging improvements, swelling hope in the room and demanding that the nurses keep pushing. Her vital signs ebbed and flowed, and she was even able to breathe on her own intermittently. They worked for three hours. “We needed a miracle,” Kim said. “And we got fuckin’ nothin’.”


The woman died of a COVID-induced pulmonary embolism, gripping the crumpled photograph of her young daughter. Kim noticed the cross she wore around her neck and instructed the nurses to gather round her body. They held each other’s hands and took a moment of silence. They bowed their heads and, for a brief minute, tried to find peace in the middle of a war zone.


In the course of writing this book, I heard different versions of this story from almost every healthcare worker I spoke with. “In those days we saved the ones we could and made sure the other ones didn’t die alone,” Kim said. “Oh, and we tried to stay alive in the process.”


Such was the reserved humility of those who shouldered an impossible burden. A burden compounded by the insult of having to work with inadequate protective equipment, which increased the risks for caregivers and patients alike, and often for low pay. In the first year of the pandemic, about 3,600 healthcare workers died from COVID-19 in the United States.2 They were joined by warehouse workers, nursing aides, slaughterhouse workers, delivery drivers, agricultural workers, retail clerks, teachers, grocery store workers, and many others who faced vast risks and sometimes succumbed to them. How many, we will probably never know.


Staying alive was even harder than it sounds. COVID-19 is an occupational disease, and as soon as outbreaks began ravaging US cities, workers began fighting for better working conditions: more PPE, paid sick leave, higher wages, comprehensive healthcare, and other safety improvements. They struck, walked out, held protests, and formed unions. To do their jobs well, they recognized, they needed to fight for higher standards. Compared to previous years, the number of such disruptions was greatly reduced. But that’s to be expected when only a third of workers are reporting to a jobsite. Of the major strikes in 2020, half were led by nurses. Kim routinely received job announcements for contracts that hired scabs when nurses were on picket lines, jobs that often paid more than triple the regular wage. She never took them.


“That’s the way we improve healthcare,” she said. “That’s the way we stay alive. You live fighting or die working.”
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The pandemic has profoundly affected the way we work, and with it, the working class. The three-dimensional nature of the pandemic-induced labor crisis—mass unemployment, remote work, and dangerous in-person work—uprooted our most dearly held assumptions about what employers and employees do, how they do it, and what they owe each other. All these factors contributed to a care crisis, too, both in the home and within the caring professions.


In 2020, the category of “essential worker” became a synecdoche for our risk-intensive economy. Essential workers were called heroes when they left for work and treated like sacrificial lambs when they got there. Between the Scylla of the virus and the Charybdis of the economic crisis, essential workers faced a dilemma of unprecedented complexity, one magnified by their ambiguous status as both hero and victim: go to work and risk their own lives or stay home and imperil their livelihoods. This book is about the workers who faced that impossible struggle, and what it means for the rest of us.


The pandemic illustrated why we should all care about workers’ rights, even in good times. Pitifully low pay ensured that nursing home workers had to work multiple jobs, and they carried the virus with them from home to home, infecting the very patients they were working to save. When growers and harvesters work in unsanitary conditions, our food is dirty. If teachers don’t have what they need to be successful, children won’t either. When delivery and logistics workers log too many hours or spend all day and night behind the wheel, deadly accidents are more common.3 If caregivers don’t have healthcare themselves, work for poverty wages, or have too many patients or not enough PPE, our level of care will be substandard. And if their protests and other attempts to improve their working lives are ignored or opposed, we will make no progress.


In short, the pandemic revealed the extent to which our lives are intertwined with their jobs. Essential workers jeopardized their own health, safety, and security for the greater good. Yet the pernicious conditions they worked under—and obstacles they faced to improving their jobs—undermined not only their personal health but also our collective well-being. By shortchanging essential workers, we performed a collective ouroboros, the ancient symbol of a snake devouring its own tail.


Conversely, when jobs are better, we all benefit. Higher wages, safer staffing ratios, and unions are positively correlated with better health outcomes for patients in hospitals. Unionized workers across essential industries had more paid sick leave, more PPE, and were tested for COVID-19 more regularly, reducing infections and the spread of the disease within and beyond the workplace.4 Thanks to unions in the airline industry, today we fly on planes without sucking in secondhand smoke and with peace of mind that passengers can’t carry small knives on board. Labor unions don’t just make jobs better for their members—they’ve been shown to increase wealth for all workers, decrease the wage gap for families of color, and reduce white workers’ racial resentment.5 Unionized workers in impacted industries kept their jobs at higher rates during the pandemic recession, maintaining their families’ standard of living during the downturn.6 When union nurses in New York hospitals lobbied then governor Cuomo for their members to get a new N95 mask each day, he had no choice but to guarantee one to every nurse, union or not.7 In nursing homes where workers had unions, residents died of COVID-19 at lower rates.8 Their working conditions are our living conditions.
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Essential workers seemed to understand this better than anyone. From the moment the pandemic began, many fought to improve their working conditions, framing their grievances as beneficial to society at large. The relationship between bad jobs and public welfare was undeniable during the pandemic. Yet this link has long been recognized by labor activists. In the early twentieth century, the Industrial Workers of the World, a radical labor union, adopted a slogan: An injury to one is an injury to all. Armed with this ideological and strategic North Star, it organized workers into “one big union” regardless of occupation, race, nationality, skill, or religion. Exceptional as it was, the pandemic actually reflected this long-standing view of the labor movement. As this book illuminates, however, the pandemic also demanded that workers experiment with new kinds of protest actions, form unique political alliances, and push the boundaries of what a union can do.


As a labor scholar, I have studied workers’ issues across the globe for almost two decades. I’ve followed campaigns to improve workers’ jobs from South Africa to Europe to India. I’ve met with clandestine organizers in China, where labor unions are essentially illegal, and in parts of Latin America, where trade union leaders have been common targets of assassination. I’ve written about why Americans are so overworked today, and why the search for meaning in our jobs might lead to a dead end. When the pandemic began, I immediately recognized some of the vast changes that workers would face. And like everyone else, I was also quite surprised by a lot of what I saw.


Out of what was at first ardent curiosity, I began interviewing essential workers across the world. I soon understood that whatever thin social contract held the American workplace together had been virtually shredded overnight.


My research agenda quickly shifted in scope from the global to the national, starting in US healthcare and eventually working my way through education, food services, retail, and other low-wage service sectors, including logistics, leisure, and hospitality, the industries that defined essential work. In the end I surveyed over seven hundred essential workers and conducted in-depth interviews with about one hundred others. The surveys asked about working conditions, political beliefs, and experience with unions. They gave me a sense of what essential workers were facing, and what they hoped might change, especially in the lead-up to the 2020 presidential election. Through those surveys I also met workers to interview in more detail, which provided an intimate view of their experiences on the front lines.


Most of my interviews were with women and people of color, the groups who bore the brunt of the crisis. Workers of color were laid off at higher rates during the recession, infected with the virus at higher rates as essential workers, and died of COVID at higher rates. Partly for these reasons, they were also some of the most vocal leaders of the pandemic labor movements. Today’s working class isn’t all burly white teamsters; it’s the most diverse section of the American occupational hierarchy. I could include only a fraction of these interviews in the book, but they all helped lay the groundwork for my analysis of how the coronavirus altered the relationship between labor, race, gender, and capital.


Workers routinely voiced conflicting accounts of their on-the-job struggles during the peak of the pandemic. Some blamed themselves and others for not working hard enough, for failing their families, and for not earning enough money to support a dignified life. Anyone who conducts research among the American working class hears these same explanations and appreciates the power they derive from an ideology of bootstrap platitudes and the Protestant work ethic. The majority of workers I interviewed, however, told an altogether different story. That story implicated a systemic failure to uphold the basic premise of a work-centered social contract. In essence, they were signaling a breakdown of the old order, and were frustrated that no ready-made alternative seemed close at hand. Still others voiced what to me was perhaps the most surprising insight of all, that the pandemic workplace wasn’t a break of any kind but merely an advance of business as usual in the low-wage workplace. These stories were commonly filtered through racial disparities, as Black and Latino workers were disproportionately exposed to the virus through their jobs, and racist discrimination on the job is a constant feature of employment.


There was no universal workers’ experience during the pandemic, just as there is no simple story to tell about how workers view their working lives in better times. That’s not to say that workers shared nothing in common. It’s objectively clear that they faced a degraded workplace, one rife with more hazards and risks, and mostly without extra compensation. In fact, this common mistreatment was the fuel for a worker justice movement that punctuated essential worksites, a collective response to the Sturm und Drang of the pandemic economy.


“We were sacrificed,” says Christian Smalls, a former Amazon warehouse employee from State Island. Christian was fired a few hours after he organized a protest in support of greater COVID mitigation efforts at his jobsite. “It happened to Black and brown workers more. But all of us essentials, we were just used,” he said. “Like human shields.”


This book combines immersive stories from my interviews with decades of research on labor, politics, epidemiology, and social movements to understand the current state and possible future of the American working class. I explain the shifts in worker militancy during the pandemic, contextualizing it in the history of the long fight for worker justice in America. These struggles happened alongside historic policy changes and government action that also affected the way workers fought back. I also examine the internal world of workers’ consciousness—how, in other words, they made sense of their own experiences in relation to others’. This was visible not only through interviews but by analyzing their inchoate movements and demands for change. Their stories are rife with contradictions that refuse to oversimplify the messiness of the pandemic workplace. Yet they offer a framework for understanding essential workers as, to borrow from the historian Benedict Anderson, an “imagined community.”9


The state of the working class is a bellwether for democracy. When labor gets a good deal, we all win. Just think of the weekend—we only have one because unions and other reformers pushed for a reasonable break from endless toil. Yet those kinds of victories are so rare today. The working life was in trouble long before the pandemic, and recent events pushed it closer to the brink. It’s therefore incumbent upon us to figure out where things went so wrong.
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The story of essential workers during the pandemic is part of the long unraveling of the New Deal. The destruction of the welfare state, the attack on unions, and the rise of neoliberalism provide the historical backdrop for this book. As workers’ fortunes came under renewed attack in the early 1970s, the historic gains of the New Deal were rolled back decades. Inequality became the defining feature of our economy as we arrived at a second Gilded Age. This was more than unfair—during the pandemic it had deadly consequences. A 2020 study found that in over three thousand US counties, income inequality was associated with more cases and more deaths by the virus.10


I pay particular attention to the immediate aftermath of the Great Recession of 2007–2009, when the unemployment rate remained stubbornly high long after the crisis had been declared officially over.11 The solution to lagging employment growth was an explosion of low-wage service jobs. It was this new servant class of gig workers, low-wage healthcare workers, fast-food employees, maids, delivery drivers, and retail clerks who endured the most intense economic hardship during the pandemic recession. They were deemed essential and worked through the pandemic, or they lost their jobs. Without this longer time frame for context, essential workers appear to be merely the product of the pandemic rather than the outcome of decades of political and economic shifts.


By April 2020, about one-third of US workers were designated as “essential” or “frontline” workers, tasked with laboring in person through the pandemic. Usually these categories overlapped, but there were also millions of retail and restaurant workers who were not technically deemed essential but found themselves on the front lines because their employers fought to remain open during the pandemic. Frontline workers are more racially diverse than the rest of the US workforce, and about two-thirds are women.12 They represent parts of the labor force with less formal education, as fewer than half hold a high school diploma. For all these divisions, however, they’re unified demographically in an important way: about 75 percent earn wages below the national average.13 Most had almost no financial cushion or paid sick leave that allowed them to take time off if exposed to the virus at work, while almost all high-wage workers did.14 Throughout this book I use “frontline” and “essential” interchangeably, but I’m almost always referring to the group who must show up to work in person.


Who was considered essential or not often seemed capricious. Employers carved out niches for themselves as essential, forcing their employees into dangerous workplaces, even though they served no public benefit. Walmart designated its store greeters as essential, putting countless workers at unnecessary risk. I met workers at Dollar Tree who said their company cynically ordered some essential goods just to stay open, even when those products were out of stock. The state of Montana designated elite fly-fishing guides as essential. Kirk Gibbs, an electrician from Syracuse, New York, summarized his status as an essential worker like this: “I’m essential to the pocketbooks of rich contractors and essential for spreading the virus, but that’s about it.”15


Across the world the designations varied even more. In fact, it wasn’t always clear what essential workers were essential for. Economic stability? Corporate wealth accumulation? Public health? Social reproduction? To ensure a pleasant experience for retail shoppers?


Moreover, who truly counted as a frontline worker in the popular imagination was often determined not by policy or pretzel logic but by shape-shifting public opinions about workers and the state of the pandemic itself. I met some people who worked both as healthcare workers and at fast-food restaurants through the pandemic who claimed they were only deemed essential by the general public in their caregiving roles. This mattered beyond public recognition. Because workers did not have a straightforward relationship to being classified as essential or not, their ability to collectively organize as such when necessary was inhibited.


Still, workers used the rhetorical power of their designation as “essential” to highlight their mistreatment and exploitation. Indeed, the inspiration for this book was not to understand why and how essential workers did their jobs but to illuminate the significance of the moments when they stopped doing them.


In the shadow of the Great Recession, the Fight for $15 campaigns by fast-food workers defined the fitful surges of a labor movement for the new millennium. They identified elite capture of the economy and systemic racism as twin factors of working-class demobilization. In 2011, they were joined by Occupy Wall Street’s militant street protests and then waves of public sector strikes as teachers took to picket lines in 2018–2019 across the country, raising the possibility of labor’s renewal even in Trump country. This momentum was undone by the pandemic.


Strikes, walkouts, and other large protests weren’t as common in 2020, and no national march for essential workers flooded the DC Mall. Successful new union organizing drives also experienced a historic low.16 Yet the pandemic activism that did happen was perhaps even more important. In some cases, workers forced their managers, bosses, and corporate boards to provide lifesaving safety protocols, more paid sick days, raises, and better healthcare and other benefits. Were it not for workers blowing the whistle, we might never have known the hazards they faced or gotten the kinds of improvements that saved lives. In addition to these much-needed tangible gains for an eclectic class of workers, pandemic-era activism shifted the national conversation about worker justice in ways the previous decade failed to do.


A major consequence of labor unrest during the pandemic was that, against great odds, essential workers helped to transform the political conversation about work in America. They even influenced the Democratic Party’s established preference for austerity in ways that were unimaginable before the pandemic arrived.


Why did Joe Biden—who had built his entire career on not being Bernie Sanders—on the eve of his election promise to be “the most pro-union president you’ve ever seen”? Why did he come out in support of Amazon workers in what was the most hotly debated union election in recent history? Or why did he immediately create a task force on Worker Organizing and Empowerment and pursue the Protecting the Right to Organize Act, groundbreaking legislation that would recast American labor law in workers’ favor? “The marching order from the president,” said Jared Bernstein, a member of the president’s Council of Economic Advisers, “is everything we do in the job market space needs to reflect the importance of unionization.”17


Biden didn’t have a change of heart. He was just reading the pulse of the country, and milquetoast socialism was the order of the day. Long-held popular assumptions about the goodness of unfettered capitalism were being challenged on a daily basis, in the press and in the workplace. The nature of the pandemic raised concerns about essential workers to issues of national security, which gave these workers’ struggles a larger audience and deeper significance. Just as Occupy Wall Street changed the conversation about inequality in America—focusing greater attention on systematic wealth concentration, not merely “greed”—labor struggles during the pandemic contributed to a new valuation of America’s working class.


Yet a year after campaigning to “get things done,” Biden wasn’t able to rally even his own party to his signature plans for jobs, infrastructure, climate, higher education, and voting rights. Nonetheless, many of the country’s major labor leaders seemed to be waiting for him to do exactly that before taking matters into their own hands. When what was needed was decisive political leadership and militant organizing on a large scale, neither transpired. It wasn’t until spring 2022, led by historic movements within Amazon warehouses and grassroots campaigns to unionize Starbucks cafés, that labor seemed emboldened to chart a new course.


The struggles that did happen, however, were especially urgent because the pandemic accelerated a decades-long “risk shift,” a phrase coined by political scientist Jacob Hacker, from business and the state toward workers and citizens. This made many Americans’ lives and jobs risky, unsafe, and generally miserable. During the pandemic, employers off-loaded responsibilities onto families that were formerly covered by work rules. Nowhere was this more apparent than when it came to healthcare. Our uniquely American work-based safety net meant that when millions of workers lost their jobs, they risked losing their health coverage too. Millions of low-wage workers, including those who were unemployed or temporarily displaced from their jobs, faced hazards that employers willfully ignored, jeopardizing their health and the health of their families.


The pandemic exacerbated America’s preexisting crisis of care and underlined workers’ role in solving it. “We’re striking for our lives,” said Marlena Pellegrino, a veteran nurse at Saint Vincent Hospital in Massachusetts, who led the longest healthcare strike of the pandemic. “But also the lives of our patients and the lives of their families. Their care starts with our jobs.”


Labor protests thickened the plotline of this book—that our fates are tied to workers having good jobs, at good wages, in safe conditions, with plenty of paid time off. Lousy jobs are bad for all of us, whether we hold them ourselves or not. This simple fact has radical implications. It means we all have a stake in fighting for a new system that ensures workers get what they need to thrive. We can’t draw a straight line to get there. But the lessons from history, drawn from the tragic collisions between plagues and people, show us that we need to understand the fault lines in our current system in order to build a better one.
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Pandemics were relatively common in the ancient world. The Black Death crept across the continents, migrating with merchants by sea and traders along the Silk Road, a series of paths, trade routes, and caravanserais that crisscrossed the steppes of Central Asia. By the time it arrived in Europe, it collided with a society made vulnerable by the horrific conditions wrought by feudalism—famine, poverty, slavery, and the roving armies of the Hundred Years’ War. Plague killed a staggering fifty million people, wiping out almost one-half of Europe’s population.


Likewise, COVID-19 traversed the circuits of capital of the world economy, emanating from the major trading and travel hubs and passing through labor-intensive nodes in the global supply chain—warehouses, rail stations, air- and seaports, and the rest stops in between.18 Wuhan itself is often dubbed the Chicago of China because its airport, like bustling O’Hare, is a way station for so much domestic and international travel. The virus ripped across China in a few days, and within two months it was active in seventy-five countries.19


As the plague shows us, there have been pandemics across social systems; they’re not particular to capitalism. Trade and travel is a centuries-old story, but the manner in which COVID-19 spread is more than just an accelerated version of the past.


Unique features of capitalist society exacerbated the COVID-19 pandemic and caused it to unfold in a spectacularly tragic way. The US has only 4 percent of the global population but suffered about 22 percent of COVID-19 deaths in the first year of the pandemic. By 2022 the share of Americans who had died of coronavirus was at least 63 percent higher than in our peer countries, the result of our inferior healthcare programs and lower vaccination rates, especially among the poor.20 The most reasonable explanation for this incredible excess death rate is that our social system is designed to let it happen.


Decades of austerity, union busting, low wages, corporate domination, and neoliberal restructuring left our society highly susceptible to the coronavirus. Those deleterious conditions helped spread the disease and concentrate its effects among the underclass, the same people who are filtered by the market into low-wage work or first to be displaced from their jobs during a crash.


Labor under capitalism puts our society, especially workers, unnecessarily in harm’s way. The big picture: unchecked capitalist development is responsible for introducing feral pathogens into human populations. The capitalist cocktail of ecological devastation and mass human migrations has given zoonotic disease a great leap forward. Urbanization and the destruction of tropical forests effectively eliminate the border between humans and the pathogens lurking inside wild animals. The subsequent decline of biodiversity combined with the erasure of those ecological borders presents new species as food sources. These processes have long been known as outbreak risks, and the same forces driving climate change will lead to new pandemics.21 This threat is explicitly accelerated by industrial agriculture and livestock production, which combine novel viruses with unsanitary working conditions, turning our food labor chain into a vector of disease.


Over the last five decades we’ve perfected the science and art of “just-in-time capitalism,” the on-demand supply chains and logistics hubs that make the world economy run. Prior social models—Fordism, for example—would not have spread the virus as far or as quickly because they did not rely on the immediate delivery of parts and services through a globally interconnected web. The absolute necessity of such a web today requires that all the inputs of a particular commodity or service stay operational as long as possible, which helped disperse the virus. Super-coordinated, high-tech systems of production, transportation, and distribution of goods and services were almost overnight transformed into arteries of disease transmission. Global capitalism literally made us sick.


Yet, the pandemic’s periodic shutdowns also spread an economic crisis. When domestic automobile manufacturing paused during April and May of 2020, the ripple effect hit hundreds of thousands of workers in parts and materials factories across the globe, many of whom had no unemployment coverage and were thrust into abject poverty. Capitalist society made sure that millions of workers faced the ultimate dilemma: your money or your life.


Understanding how our social system influenced the pandemic is important. After all, the pandemic arrived in the midst of other agonizing crises. For decades, global capitalism had been failing to produce enough good jobs for people to sustain a modicum of human dignity. A family of delusional fascists with control of the US nuclear codes had transformed its beguiled following into a well-funded death cult. Gains made by the civil rights movement were rolled back as police murdered Black people—on camera—with virtual impunity. A repulsive cabal of villainous billionaires were fleecing the American workforce: their time, their money, their unions, their autonomy, their privacy were all under siege. And then, of course, there’s climate change and the looming prospect of our species’ extinction. If we could have designed the pandemic to wreak the most havoc, launching it in 2019 makes perfect sense. In context, we can see it as a discrete part of a converging general breakdown of the Anthropocene—the inability to sustain human life.


The prism through which you view this crisis depends on your perspective. Philosophers might pay most attention to the abundant moral hazards. Perhaps political scientists see first and foremost the indefensible abuses of power and necropolitical neglect for human life of the Trump administration. Psychologists examine our brains under lockdown. The wealthy see an opportunity. As a sociologist who focuses primarily on labor issues, I saw class war.


We Americans are known for our limited sense of class consciousness, especially among working folks. White supremacy, nationalism, individualism, all key ingredients of the American creed, are obstacles to unity among working people, though the rich seem to conveniently set them aside more easily. The pandemic changed some of that. As janitors lay in makeshift freezer morgues outside the hospitals they used to work in, while the owners of the hospitals were sheltering in second homes in Fort Lauderdale—Italians during the Black Death called homes used by the rich to avoid the plague villeggiatura, “country escape homes”—it was hard not to see the world as structured first and foremost by class power.


When employers control access to healthcare, workers either lose it when they lose their job or are more easily bullied into working in dangerous situations to keep it. When only half the working population has a right to sufficient paid sick leave, the other half lives and works at the behest of others. When the working poor are denied the right to Medicaid explicitly because lawmakers will not extend the Affordable Care Act (ACA) provision to grant it to them, as happened in seven states, they are the captive subjects of a ruling elite. These developments are the inevitable outcome of a system where one class places profits over people.


Capitalist employment treats workers with reckless indifference. An indifference to preventable deaths and working conditions, and a recklessness rooted in the mistaken belief that our future is not contingent on workers’ well-being.


If the pandemic has shown us anything, it’s that we need an alternative. The real antidote to the deadly failings of capitalism is socialism. To get there, workers will need to create a crisis for capital. The insurgent workers’ movements of the 1930s offer a glimpse of what this could look like. Large and unruly strikes swept through the country’s basic industries, challenging the authority of our most powerful capitalists. Strikes shut down production in automobile factories, steel mills, coal mines, and transportation hubs, forcing employers to negotiate and, eventually, Roosevelt to intervene. Liberals look back in awe at what the New Deal accomplished, but they forget it was a compromise with the left flank of the labor movement. Today, labor can’t wait for legislation to ease its woes. The unrest during the pandemic was inspiring but fell far short of what is needed to force real change. History holds lessons for charting labor’s future.


It was tempting to view the pandemic as a sequel to previous crises. The coronavirus recession reminded us of 1929, the social unrest of 1968, the virus itself of 1981. Instead, the pandemic is more likely to be a prequel to whatever climate change and capitalist globalization bring us next. The risk, then, is not that we repeat the mistakes of the past, but that we transmit our vulnerabilities into the future. This book is an analysis of recent events, which can’t be changed, and a polemic about what happens next—which is up to us.
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I begin, in Chapter 1, by describing the unique impacts of the coronavirus recession on essential workers. Since the Great Recession that began in 2007, our society has relied more and more on a servant economy of precarious low-wage laborers, who are disproportionately women and people of color and universally underpaid. The unique circumstances of having to contain a deadly virus and maintain social distancing directly determined what happened to this underclass. Some lost their jobs, a few worked from home, and the rest were forced to staff dangerous worksites. This outcome produced the most unequal economic rupture in US history. It also began an uncharacteristically American period of welfare-state generosity. From Trump’s CARES Act to Biden’s American Rescue Plan, trillions of dollars flowed into the economy, which blocked mass evictions and dramatically reduced poverty nationwide. These policy interventions alleviated the crisis of social reproduction but did not offer an opportunity to substantially transform the welfare state permanently. The likelihood of future pandemics, however, suggests we should learn some lessons from this one and make lasting changes to the way our welfare state operates.


The pandemic economy organized essential workers into a new kind of working class. Chapter 2 describes the process by which essential workers developed class consciousness among themselves as a class premised on its proximity to risk. These workers developed common interests that in some cases bridged status and occupational hierarchies. Yet that process was uneven and incomplete, stymied by polarizing conflicts within it, especially divisions over how to treat the unemployed and intraclass political strife. The pandemic working class was most visible in action, which is the subject of Chapter 3. The pandemic threw working life into tumult, igniting new fires and stoking the embers of pre-COVID class struggles that had been smoldering for too long. Across the country, workers caused uproars large and small, with and without the backing of unions. Their movements also coalesced around new issues particular to the pandemic, and there were unusual examples of cross-pollination between social justice protest movements and organized workplace activism.


At the heart of most of these conflicts was safety. The history of workplace safety in America is inscribed in the history of class struggle. Chapter 4 explains the effect unions have on workplace safety and how they tried to reduce the spread of COVID-19. Unionized care homes reduced infection rates among workers and staff. In schools, unions fought against political leaders to get mask mandates, vaccinations, and safe return programs. In slaughterhouses and poultry processing plants, worker movements were less effective, illustrating the legacy of union busting.


In Chapter 5, I analyze the curious persistence of the “labor shortage” problem alongside the emergence of a pandemic strike wave involving tens of thousands of nurses, heavy-machine operators, coal miners, food workers, whiskey makers, and symphony musicians. Essential workers and the unemployed were ultimately unable to form a coherent class early on, but later high rates of quitting and striking were closely linked. The most popular narratives about the worker shortage—that people didn’t want to work or were simply living off generous unemployment benefits—were incorrect, yet the problem resisted a simple alternative explanation. This chapter helps us understand that some of the same structural factors that kept people from working also exacerbated tensions among those who continued to work, leading to wider labor unrest as the pandemic progressed.


I then take a step back from the urgency of the front lines. Whereas the first part of the book explains the way workers navigated the pandemic, the second part reflects on what that means in broader terms. The point is to consider how we might conceptualize the state of the American working class during and beyond the pandemic. COVID-19 marked a new stage of a risk-intensive society and underscored our crisis of social reproduction. Chapter 6 paints a portrait of American society left vulnerable by employers and the state. I return to Hacker’s concept of a risk shift, which refers to spreading preexisting risks onto workers and families. But the coronavirus objectively increased the amount and intensity of hazards that people faced. Moreover, past risk shifts have often happened slowly, in the quiet halls of policymaking. COVID, by contrast, was an easily identifiable threat, especially at work, which signifies a qualitative shift from a “risk society” to a “hazard society.”


Chapter 7 conceptualizes the pandemic as a crisis of social reproduction. When frontline healthcare workers are in crisis, we’re all in crisis. The shocking rise in healthcare labor over the past three decades, surpassing the rate of growth of all other jobs, has paradoxically not translated into a healthier populace. Working-class white men, for example, actually face a declining life expectancy today. The cheering rituals, the pots and pans, the songs, the heroes’ welcomes were meaningful symbols of solidarity with our caretakers. Now let’s pay them a dignified wage, grant them full workers’ rights, and make sure they have the quality jobs they need to keep us all safe and healthy.


Chapter 8 links worker justice to the possibility of social transformation, a real recovery from the coronavirus crisis. The public’s exposure to the plight—and fight—of essential workers signals a decisive change in attitudes toward worker issues, such as support for unions, universal healthcare, and antipathy toward major corporations. This shift is one mechanism by which worker issues and activism can translate into greater political change that’s beneficial to all.


As I finished writing this book, there was widespread hope that vaccines and new treatments for COVID-19 would soon put the biological pandemic in the rearview mirror. At times I was even uncertain about whether I should refer to the pandemic in the past or present tense. What seemed clear, though, is that the effects of the social and economic crisis will outlast the disease. The turmoil of the pandemic turned capitalism inside out, exposing the rotting core of a system that places profit over people, work over workers, and wealth over health. It also showed us faint glimpses of a wondrous alternative, where we care for each other as if our own lives depend on it. We now know that a safer and saner future is only possible on a broad scale if we recognize the interdependent nature of our work and lives. To do that we can reorganize our economy so that essential workers aren’t at the bottom of a hierarchy but the foundation of a real democracy.
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CHAPTER 1



THE DISPOSSESSED


Before the coronavirus outbreak, Kenia Madrigal had been supporting her family through her job paint-striping parking lots in Houston, Texas. It was difficult on $11.50 per hour, but she made it work, juggling childcare and an ever-shifting work schedule. All that changed in the turbulence of the April 2020 crash. She lost her job, joining twenty-two million others who became newly unemployed in the first two months of the pandemic. Because of either bureaucratic blunders or the de rigueur system failures, she did not receive the $600-per-week unemployment relief check from the Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Employment Security (CARES) Act for which she was eligible. During that time, she fell behind on rent and by June was two months short.


That same month, the Texas Supreme Court ended the state’s pandemic eviction moratorium, pushing thousands of residents out of their homes. A series of stunning news reports followed Houston deputy Bennie Gant of the Harris County Constable’s Office as he moved robotically from home to home, carrying out evictions. Kenia was one of them. She had never been late on her rent before. She and her four children, ages eleven, eight, three, and one, were kicked out of their mobile home.


Shelters and churches were full or otherwise unavailable, applications for public housing were closed, and she could not afford a hotel room. With nowhere to go, Kenia moved her family into her small SUV. She took the seats out so her three youngest could sleep in the back while she and her oldest son slept in the two front seats. For three months they endured the crushing Texas summer heat sleeping in a car with a hole in the roof that let the rain in. She herself barely slept, trying to stay alert at night in the event her family was harassed or assaulted.


“The kids used to ask me every day when we’re going to get a place,” she told me, her voice catching now and then when she spoke of her children. “My oldest, Michael, he was my ride or die. He always told me that we’d get through it together.”


Kenia’s tragic story speaks to what so many like her endured during the early months of the pandemic, which presented a bewildering assortment of crises—economic, physical, emotional, psychological—that American workers had never encountered before. Yet why so many others avoided a similar fate is of equal importance. The counterpoint to Dickensian stories like Kenia’s is the quasi-Keynesian response from the government that saved lives and staved off total economic collapse.


The singular nature of the COVID-19 recession—driven by the need to contain a deadly airborne virus—affected low-income workers in two distinct but overlapping ways. First, the wave of mass layoffs in the early months of the pandemic left millions of workers newly unemployed, perched precariously on the brink of economic destitution. These workers are the focus of this chapter. Second, the “lucky ones” who kept their jobs, the focus of the rest of the book, had their luck effaced by the massive health and safety risks they had to endure, often for a poverty wage. To grasp the uniqueness of the coronavirus recession’s impact on essential workers, however, we first need to briefly examine the crisis that preceded it, the Great Recession.


When the housing bubble burst in 2007–2008, it quickly became clear that predatory lending by banks, toxic financial products developed on Wall Street, and poor government regulation of finance industries were to blame. What was initially described as a “financial crisis,” as if it only affected Bear Stearns and Lehman Brothers, quickly morphed into a global social breakdown. In the US, the effects were devastating. Rates of home ownership careened down to 63 percent, about 1960s levels.1 Income and wealth inequality, which had already been expanding, suddenly skyrocketed, setting a new course upward that hasn’t slowed since. More than a decade after the recovery was officially declared over in 2009, families affected by the housing market crash had recovered everything but their wealth, which in 2019 was stuck at precrisis levels.2 Support for labor plummeted alongside a rising movement in 2010 by Republican lawmakers to attack public sector unions.


As soon as the effects of the crash began to ripple outward from Lower Manhattan, iconoclastic critiques by developing-country leaders like Lula in Brazil and Gloria Macapagal Arroyo in the Philippines pinned the crisis on a dying empire’s desperate attempt to retain its dominion over the world economy. It was just more confirmation of America’s fading status as the global hegemon. The federal government’s Troubled Asset Relief Program and Emergency Economic Stabilization Act rescued the unsecured US finance sector and primed the banks to begin their predatory lending schemes again—mission accomplished. At $431 billion, the programs were a steal. From a typical homeowner’s perspective, however, they were theft, having largely neglected to aid those who lost their homes or their savings during the crisis.3 This one-sided bailout policy was the kind of cheapskate austerity politics that linked Obama’s neoliberalism to that of his shameful predecessor.4


Eventually, something had to give—a homegrown protest movement emerged at the very scene of the crime. I remember snaking through Lower Manhattan with the hordes of protesters clogging the streets during the early days of Occupy Wall Street, traders waving at us from their balconies. Our handwritten signs pointed back up at them with a simple message: “Jump.” While Occupy remained largely committed to street protests, some of the energy spilled over into ongoing labor organizing, as low-wage workers went on the offensive to try to double the minimum wage. This movement, the Fight for $15, was directed less at runaway inequality than at the effects of the Great Recession on working-class jobs.


The recovery was characterized by a persistently high jobless rate for workers at every level of the economy. When the jobs eventually came back, they looked quite different. Amid all the Great Recession changes, its most significant economic legacy was the explosive growth of millions of low-wage jobs. The 2007–2009 crisis all but destroyed middle-income jobs and replaced them with jobs that pay far less.


Mid-wage occupations accounted for 60 percent of the job losses during the recession but only 22 percent of the job growth during the subsequent recovery. In contrast, lower-wage occupations accounted for only 21 percent of recession job losses but then constituted 58 percent of all recovery job growth. By 2014, there were almost two million fewer jobs in mid- and high-wage industries and almost two million more low-wage workers than at the start of the recession.5 In other words, decent jobs became low-wage work.


During the recovery period, we put people back to work, mostly as fast-food workers and in care services—almost seven million jobs that paid under $25,000 per year. There was also a massive influx of retail sales workers and cashiers, house cleaners, task rabbits, and personal delivery service workers. “These occupations are crucial to the support and growth of major industries across the country,” noted the San Francisco Federal Reserve, a statement that seems to presage the “essential worker” designation. “But many of these workers do not earn enough to adequately support their families, even at a subsistence level.”6 Meanwhile, mid-wage jobs were hollowed out while high-paying ones took much longer to bounce back.7 The recession especially affected heavily unionized sectors like the building trades because home and large office construction stalled after the housing crisis.


In the wake of the recession’s economic fallout, Americans scrambled to find work, creating an opening for new start-ups to sell low-wage workers and the unemployed on the concept of a “gig” or “side hustle.”8 Once viewed as temporary, these types of jobs quickly became a permanent feature of the economy. Uber and TaskRabbit were both founded in 2008; they were joined in 2011 by Postmates, in 2012 by Instacart and Lyft, in 2013 by DoorDash, and by Shipt in 2015.


The emergence of the gig economy worsened working conditions nationwide and rapidly expanded the ranks of low-wage, hyperexploited workers. Gig workers are functionally servants: they can act as your personal chauffeur, bring you dinner, do your grocery shopping, and assemble your furniture, all while the impersonal, app-based transaction lets you hire them without having to assume normal employer burdens, like safeguarding workers’ rights. The historic growth of this low-wage servant economy characterized the labor market during both the Obama and Trump administrations.


The advent of a low-wage economy alongside service sector growth presents the impression that these phenomena are inherently intertwined. We’re nostalgic for manufacturing employment, which is imagined to be, by default, solid, well-paid work. Such logic suggests there is nothing that policymakers can do to change the poor conditions of service jobs—it’s just the inevitable result of deindustrialization.


In fact, there’s nothing inherent to service work that makes it so bad. Rather, the development of a low-wage labor market has been a well-executed strategy following the Great Recession. Low-wage work has been mandated by the American business class and its allies in government. To call it a conspiracy isn’t far off. In the wake of the Great Recession, a fierce new movement emerged to challenge public sector unions, where the largest percentage of union members are today. Led by corporate-backed organizations like the American Legislative Exchange Council (ALEC), and emboldened by Republican electoral victories in the 2010 midterm elections, this movement struck out to transform American labor law. In 2011 and 2012, fifteen states passed laws that restricted the rights of public employees to collectively bargain. During the same time, nineteen states introduced “right-to-work” laws that try to bankrupt unions by prohibiting them from collecting dues from all workers covered by their contracts.9


The decline of worker voice and poverty wages at the bottom of the labor market are compounded by other factors that make for miserable jobs across industries. At-will employment means workers can be fired or threatened with termination without cause. As scholars have tallied it, employers can legally keep you from urinating, force you to urinate, and record videos of you urinating.10 Or they can do it all illegally and get away with it. You can be legally fired for wearing the wrong color clothing, posting on social media, expressing your political beliefs, or even considering having an abortion.11 Workers have been fired after donating lifesaving organs to their boss—yes, the same boss who now has their kidney.12 They can fire you for warning your coworkers that they’ve been exposed to COVID. In a very real sense, workplaces are dictatorships.13


These bad low-paying jobs came to characterize the service economy. In the decade from 2010 to 2020, the economy added 22.5 million jobs, 19 million of them in services.14 President Trump inherited a country in the midst of the largest jobs expansion on record. And on his watch unemployment sank even lower, bottoming out at 3.5 percent in February 2020. However, the recovery was deeply unequal. By 2017, just 2 percent of overall growth since the Great Recession had trickled down to the bottom half of the population. Almost three-quarters of Americans were actually poorer in real terms. For average workers, real wages barely grew at all during the recovery and definitely failed to keep pace with even the meager increases in productivity.15 Meanwhile, top-earning households had bounced back much faster, buoyed by a variety of income sources like stock dividends, bond interest, and rising salaries.16


We had become so desensitized to low-wage work that it seemed natural that so many people toiled for a pittance. In that environment, there was hardly an uproar that capitalism had simply not produced enough good jobs for those without college degrees, who make up the bulk of the American workforce.17 In 2019, over one-quarter of low-wage workers qualified for some form of public supplement such as Medicaid or food stamps.18 But then something remarkable happened: the labor market heated up and wages at the bottom started to rise. The combination of the Fight for $15 movement and a tight labor pool shrunk the reserve army of labor to historic lows. Many states raised their minimum wages. It was a decidedly weird moment of good news after a decade of anemic GDP growth. The ever-buoyant optimism of the political class finally had some hard data on its side.


Then the pandemic hit.
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As early as February 2020, the US was experiencing COVID-19 outbreaks in West Coast cities. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) issued stark warnings about an impending economic crisis. But White House National Economic Council director Larry Kudlow broke with the health agency to offer a note of misinformed caution. “We have contained this,” he said. “I won’t say airtight but pretty close to airtight.”19


In just a few weeks, the world proved Kudlow wrong. The momentum of global capitalism quickly ground to a foot-dragging creep. Businesses, schools, and churches closed, worksites shut down, transportation networks stopped, supply chains were disrupted, planes were grounded. Workers all along these outposts were stranded, sometimes literally. Hundreds of thousands of crew members on cargo and cruise ships across the world were refused the right to dock and disembark anywhere. I spoke to Ashchaye Mohitram, a seafarer who had been scheduled to end a monthslong stint at sea he’d begun in late 2019 just as the pandemic hit. As it happened, he didn’t touch dry land until 2021, well over a year after he’d departed from his home in Mauritius. There were over a hundred other crew members with him on what Mohitram, who turned twenty-eight while stuck at sea, described as a “floating prison.”


But Newton’s third law of motion kicked in: as the human population became increasingly sick and confined in space, the rest of the earth began to heal itself. Wild boars and pumas appeared in the streets of major Israeli cities. A herd of buffalo occupied the empty streets of New Delhi, India. Dolphins found their way into the notoriously brackish Venetian canals. Even the noxious skies over Wuhan and elsewhere across China turned storybook blue as the lockdowns shuttered the industries that emit infamous levels of air pollution.


But what seemed at the time like a peaceful rewilding of an empty earth was really just a momentary calm before the storm. If the epidemiology of the pandemic was to some extent predictable, the political economy of it was not. It was the worst GDP crash since the thirties, and a cascading series of worsts for unemployment claims. Never before had there been such a collective effort to shut down major parts of global economic infrastructure. Aside from world wars, this was unprecedented.


The International Labour Organization estimated that declines in working hours in 2020 were equivalent to the loss of 495 million full-time jobs worldwide.20 Over 55 million workers in the global domestic labor pool lost hours or jobs in May 2020 alone.21 The destruction was largely concentrated within the service sector, with unemployment increasing by an inconceivable 428 percent from February to April 2020 just in the US.22


As the graph below shows, all the major economic downturns in the previous half century have been driven by goods-producing sectors like construction, mining, and manufacturing.23 During the pandemic, industrial output fell by a shocking 12.7 percent, the worst drop in over a century. Still, the pattern of the pandemic recession differed from previous downturns. Because public health depended on limiting face-to-face interactions, exactly the interactions so many service sector workers provide, losses were instead concentrated there.


Within the service sector, leisure and hospitality—the portion of the economy with the highest disparity between CEO and worker pay—accounted for the bulk of job losses.24 In March 2020, the 459,000 lost leisure and hospitality jobs cancelled out the industry’s gains over the two previous years.25 That plummet, however, was nothing in comparison to the even greater crash in April, when leisure and hospitality alone accounted for 7.7 million lost jobs.26 Food services and drinking places accounted for nine-tenths and three-quarters, respectively, of the leisure and hospitality jobs lost in March and April.27 Other areas of the service sector—jobs in the offices of dentists, physicians, and other practitioners, temporary help services, retail trade, personal and laundry services, child day care services, individual and family services, and private education—also saw record drops in employment.
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The COVID-19 recession hit the service industry hard, unlike previous recessions that mostly affected goods-producing industries. SOURCE: Bureau of Labor Statistics, with methodology assistance from Jed Kolko








The common feature behind most of these jobs was their poor quality, combining low wages with excessive, inadequate, or variable hours.28 In other words, most of the newly unemployed had been working lousy jobs, the same kinds of jobs created in droves after the Great Recession.


Joblessness comes with considerable social problems; layoffs render companies less competitive and hollow out middle-class jobs, contributing to greater precarity and inequality in American society. And in recent decades, when workers eventually find their way back to the labor market, they typically find jobs that pay less, which is the opposite of what happened after the Great Depression.29 Layoffs are a prime cause of a low-wage nation.30 And as Kenia’s case shows, when you lose your job, you often lose so much else with it.


The concentration of the job loss among low earners was so extreme that it actually pushed the median wage up a staggering 7 percent from 2019, giving the recession’s devastation a deceptively optimistic guise.31


As shown by the graph below, no other recent economic crisis has devastated low earners so acutely. Analysis by the Washington Post found low-wage workers lost their jobs at a rate eight times greater than higher-earning workers.32 By the end of the summer of 2020, the recovery was nearly complete for those in the top quartile, and their home values had rebounded or increased. Meanwhile, those at the bottom were still grappling with staggering losses of jobs, incomes, and healthcare.
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The inequality of the pandemic recession. SOURCE: Based on three-month average to show trend in volatile data. Labor Department via IPUMS, with methodology assistance from Ernie Tedeschi of Evercore ISI, from the Washington Post








This K-shaped recovery, in which some found job stability much more quickly than others, crystallized preexisting disparities in the lives of American workers. As the service sector is overrepresented by low-wage jobs done by a disproportionate number of women and people of color, the pandemic recession resulted in an unprecedented concentration of economic pain among those who already feel it most acutely.


The initial phase of high unemployment, which hit 15 percent at its peak, presented an economic landscape with unique demographic impacts.33 Unlike in the Great Recession, when men lost their jobs first, prompting culture-warrior diatribes about a “he-cession” or “man-cession,” four times as many women as men lost their jobs or dropped out of the labor force in 2020, prompting the equally ridiculous notion of the “she-cession.”


Women are overrepresented in the low-wage service economy of restaurants, hospitality, and retail, and are more likely to work part-time, factors that explain most of the disparity. Seventy-five percent of the healthcare workers who contracted the virus early in the pandemic were women, for example. Over the last three decades, women have steadily increased their participation in the paid workforce; in 2019, they held more than half of all jobs. The pandemic recession reversed this trend: by January 2021, women’s labor force participation rate had fallen below 56 percent, about the same as it was in 1987. By December 2020, men had gained a net 16,000 jobs while women, nearly all of them women of color, had lost 156,000.34 Vice President–elect Kamala Harris called it a “national emergency” for women.35


African Americans and Latinos also faced higher rates of unemployment during the pandemic. In April, as the overall unemployment rate jumped to 15 percent, the rate was slightly lower for whites, at 14 percent, and higher for African Americans and Latinos, at 16.7 percent and 18.9 percent, respectively. Workers of color faced delayed recovery too. All in all, the record gains Black workers made in the decade after the Great Recession were wiped out in the first few months of the pandemic.


People of color and women lost their jobs at higher rates because they were overconcentrated in the low-wage service sector, where everyone is treated as disposable. But how did they get there in the first place? One possibility is that the progress Black workers had made since the 1980s was redirected by the explosion of low-wage service jobs in healthcare and other personal services after 2000.36 This process tended to drive down wages by “crowding” marginalized workers into particular occupational categories.37 These same groups are “crowded out” from better-paying occupations too. This sorting process reduces opportunities for marginalized workers by pushing them into lower-paying jobs, ensuring that certain occupations remain unequally stratified by race and gender. Many of these disenfranchised workers would have been middle-class had the recovery from the Great Recession not biased low-wage service labor. Unpaid care responsibilities, which are still performed overwhelmingly by women, can also act as a crowding mechanism. Whereas men are more available to take longer-hour, higher-paying jobs, women, who are typically burdened by more caretaking responsibilities, are filtered toward more part-time and lower-paying jobs.38


More educated workers fared better during the pandemic than those with lower levels of educational attainment. In January 2021, workers with less than a high school diploma were unemployed at 9.1 percent, compared to less than half that, 4 percent, for college degree holders. This pattern reflects trends during the Great Recession. However, today educational disparities are magnified by different abilities to telecommute; those with college degrees are six times as likely to be able to work from home as those without a high school diploma.


The recession was even geographically unequal, which galvanized partisan political squabbles. Conventional wisdom suggested that recovering from the pandemic recession meant controlling the spread of the virus. Yet, northeastern states, which did an overall better job of adhering to social distancing guidelines, still suffered worse economically. Southern and Sunbelt states that did a worse job of controlling the virus saw lower economic fallout. Blue states like California and Massachusetts were hit harder than red ones like Utah and Missouri. This trend persisted even as the COVID-19 infection profile and death rates shifted from blue states early in the pandemic to hot spots in red states during and after the summer of 2020. Why?


Most of the partisan jobs gap is attributable to the composition of the labor market in different places. Blue states continually suffered higher unemployment rates and more anemic recoveries because their economies are based more on the large service sector industries hit hardest by the pandemic. Hawaii and Nevada, for example, thrive on tourism, so it makes sense that they’ve been hit hard. New York and California are much-visited places as well, and they’ve seen job losses in the tourism and entertainment sectors. By contrast, manufacturing industries, where losses were less severe, are more likely to be in red states. Overall, job losses were significantly worse in Biden country than in states that Trump won in 2020.39


The large metro areas where telework is more prevalent, as in blue strongholds like New York City and the Bay Area, also saw steeper unemployment, as did cities in red and purple states with large remote workforces, like Austin, Boise, and Phoenix. Aside from igniting partisan tensions, the real consequences of this divide were that blue states faced a more dire budget crisis because the pandemic recession destroyed more of their tax base, weakening their economies and blunting their recoveries.40
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By May 2020, twenty-seven million people either were officially unemployed or lived with an unemployed family member. The government defines an “unemployed” person as someone who has actively looked for work in the previous four weeks, but this definition excluded many throughout the pandemic, including over four million workers who reported in February 2021 that they did not look for work “because of the coronavirus pandemic” and over seven hundred thousand workers who were absent from their job “because their employer closed or lost business due to the coronavirus pandemic.” All told, by the summer of 2021, nearly ten million children had lived in a home where one or more adults had lost paid work because of the pandemic.41


This overwhelming wave of pandemic unemployment came with dire consequences. A survey conducted by the Social Policy Institute found that those who had recently experienced job or income loss were more than twice as likely to delay medical care or filling prescriptions because they had become too costly.42 A pandemic job loss in the family also increased the likelihood of food insecurity and a decline in child nutrition.43


Unemployment takes a massive psychological toll, as grueling as a death in the family or divorce.44 One study found that American adults who became unemployed after March 1, 2020, endured two times more “mentally unhealthy days” than their peers.45 Other studies found that pandemic unemployment came with an increased risk of developing anxiety and depression and lower levels of life satisfaction.46 Suicidal thoughts and self-harm were positively associated with filing for unemployment during the pandemic.47


In its most extreme iteration, parental unemployment during COVID-19 was shown to be “a robust predictor” of both psychological maltreatment and physical abuse of children.48 I spoke with Kim Taylor, a family social worker in Seattle, who noted a surge in mental health crises in young people, including a shocking rise in suicide risks among six-year-old children. “We’d never seen anything like it,” she said. “These effects came on suddenly, but they’re not going to just magically go away.”


The pandemic provided the perfect opportunity to reevaluate how we treat unemployed people and their families. We squandered it. Our unemployment insurance (UI) system is a dilapidated patchwork of fifty-three separate policies that administers less aid than ever before. It’s broken by design. The heart of the problem is the way it’s financed—those who pay for it are not the ones who receive benefits. Therefore, there are powerful incentives to pay for as few claims as possible and to decrease the pool of available funds. And that’s exactly what has happened in America over the past few decades. There’s simply less and less money available, which encourages companies to avoid using it even more, a kind of policy death spiral. For the median state, the minimum weekly benefit is just $50; in six states, the maximum was capped at less than $300.49 Furthermore, only a small fraction of unemployed workers receive these meager benefits to begin with. From 2010 to 2019, fewer than three in ten did.50 If you live in a state where the eligibility requirements exclude you or the application process is purposefully designed to trap you in a bureaucratic jungle, then it doesn’t matter how high the payout is because you’ll never get it anyway. Arizona, for example, rejects 70 percent, and Tennessee 60 percent, of unemployment claims.


During the pandemic, many states simply made UI difficult to access in order to avoid paying. Florida, for example, spent more than $70 million designing a new unemployment insurance website and then limited the hours of the day people could access it. It only pays benefits to one in ten unemployed workers.51 In 2020, the Trump administration declared that states could deny unemployment insurance claims to workers who refused to return to unsafe worksites. This decision, which was later overturned by the Biden administration in February 2021, was one of the signature ways that workers were given the ultimate ultimatum: work or starve.


Other places are different. Belgium and Denmark use the Ghent system: unemployment benefits are distributed through labor unions, not the government, and unions of course have large incentives to include as many workers as possible. The result is fewer layoffs during downturns. Germans use the Kurzarbeit system, a work-sharing arrangement. Under this system, the state subsidizes a portion of a company’s labor costs, enabling firms to retain employees during downturns. Work-sharing policies allowed European countries to avoid layoffs and promote legitimate flexibility of hours to save jobs in 2008 and 2020, insulating workers from some of the crash-induced financial pains of the Great Recession and the coronavirus crisis. In May 2020, about one-third of workers in Austria, France, and the Netherlands, and one-fifth in Germany, Ireland, and Spain, were paid through work-sharing arrangements. The historian Adam Tooze, who wrote a book on the global economy during the pandemic, argues this was “the principal means through which the social crisis was contained” in Europe.52


In the US, twenty-seven states have work-sharing agreements, which were expanded under Obama after the Great Recession. The federal government increased funding for work-sharing programs in 2020, but implementing the programs proved difficult, and they were vastly underutilized. By late August 2020, thirty million people were receiving unemployment benefits of some kind, but only about 1 percent got them through a job-sharing program.53


Europe’s “social dialogue” approach to unemployment defined the difference between US and European policies during the crisis. The European schemes are the result of a long-established governance framework that entails coordination among firms, workers, and the state to decide how to handle layoffs. This process is crucial. The European models aren’t superior because they’re necessarily more generous. But they allowed workers to remain connected to the labor market during the pandemic by avoiding mass firings. This makes the benefits system far simpler and cheaper to administer and allows workers an easier transition back to work.


That’s not to say the American political response to the pandemic recession was in any way predictable. In fact, it represented a significant break from austerity, especially when compared to the bank bailouts of the Great Recession. In March 2020, rich and developing countries alike found vast sums of money to buttress civil society against a total collapse. The actions of central banks and the Federal Reserve coalesced with the advice of the International Monetary Fund, and that was to do virtually the opposite of what neoliberal orthodoxy had promoted for decades. Deficits? None was too deep. Huge bailouts? Check. Stimulus? Increasing long-term unemployment insurance was better than promoting job growth. The idea of a self-regulating market was shelved. Economic reality, in a sense, had a Left bias, and these overwhelming global interventions confirmed the position of the Green New Dealers that the government can actually afford to pay for almost anything.


The first evidence of this was the Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Employment Security Act, the CARES Act, passed in March 2020. The omnibus bill for extra funding allocations, tax cuts, and direct relief totaled $2.2 trillion. Its long-term value is even greater, as $454 billion in loans to big business could balloon to nearly ten times that amount once disbursed by the Federal Reserve. The Fed used the original money to insure against losses when lending out to big companies. Through mechanisms so convoluted the New York Times characterized them as the Fed’s “magic money machine,” it could actually lend out far more money than it received. Thus, around $454 billion became $4.54 trillion.54


The programs created by the CARES Act showed Americans a glimpse of what a more generous UI program might look like—even in red states. The Act’s Pandemic Unemployment Assistance (PUA) program was designed to fill gaps in coverage by providing UI to workers who weren’t otherwise eligible. One year after the pandemic started, almost eight million workers were receiving PUA benefits who would have otherwise been excluded from UI.55 Plus the CARES Act included an additional $600-per-week unemployment check, a onetime $1,200 check signed by the president, and a $500-per-child check for families making under $99,000. That far outpaced the European welfare state’s generosity. This was a groundbreaking influx of cash to a system where, typically, no state has UI benefits large enough to cover a worker’s basic needs.56 The PUA program showed us another system is possible.


The Act excluded tax filers without Social Security numbers, who are most likely to be immigrants or Dreamers. Others had their checks garnished by banks and other private debt collectors.57 Still, after a year of stimulus payments, increased food stamps, and expanded unemployment benefits, poverty fell precipitously across the country.58 Combined with about $150 billion for enhanced hospital care, the CARES Act also expanded the national stockpile of PPE and supported vaccine research development. Chuck Schumer called it a “Marshall Plan” for healthcare.59


Why did we get a decent bailout package from Trump? A perfect storm delivered us the goods. Trump, like most Republicans, doesn’t care about deficits. Mitch McConnell knew that mass destitution would be bad for the GOP in the upcoming election. And Democrats thought the crisis warranted helping people.
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Although the program provided some lasting economic relief for those at the bottom when they needed it most, the wealthiest Americans also received quite a lot. The Senate seized the opportunity to quietly pass into law a suite of tax cuts for corporations and the rich, many of which were previously deemed too brazen even for Trump’s 2017 tax law.60 These cuts created tax exemptions for the super wealthy via big loopholes for corporate interest deductions and loss treatments, allowing large companies to use previous tax losses to get immediate refunds. Combined, these cuts are worth about $258 billion.61


The CARES Act also extended previous givebacks, such as the bizarre tax break that benefited people like Jack Knowlton, an owner of elite racehorses. Buried on page 4,911 of the legislation is an allowance for thoroughbred owners to reclassify their horses as “3-year property.” This depreciates the value of their horses much more quickly than previously permitted, translating into a tax break that the industry had lobbied for years. Knowlton usually buys one horse per year, but in 2020 he bought four. “During these crazy times,” he told me, “we need an incentive to buy horses. And this is a pretty nice write-off.”
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