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olutely knocked out by Barbara Ehrenreich's remarkahle ¢ has
hed what no contemporary writer has even attemped-— o be that o ¢
+ subsists on her essential labor, Nickel and irm&lrﬁ
2se righteous apostles of ‘welfare reform.’ Not only is it muest reading bat
ric. You can’t put the damn thing down, Bravo!" —5TUDS TERKEL

s

the world of service work, Barbara Ehrenreich folded clothes at Wal-Man,
washed dishes in a nursing home, and scrubbed foors on her hands and
~account of those experiences is unforgettable—hear wrenching, infis.
% smart, and empowering. Few readers will be untouched by the shame-
that underfie America’s economy, Vintage Ehrenreich, Nickel and Dised
take its place among the classics of underground reportage.”

book Barbara Ehrenreich takes her place among such giants of investiga-

lism as George Orwell and Jack London, Ehrenreich’s courage and em-

5 us face-to-face with the fate of millions of American workers today.”
—FRANCES FOX FIVEN

dot-coms and day trading, America has gone blind to the downside of its
enty. In Nickel and Dimed, Ehrenreich expertly peels away the layers of
self-interest, and self-protection that separate the rich from the poor, the
1 the servers, the housed from the homeless, This brave and frank book is
challenge to create a less divided society.” ~~NAOMI KLEIN

on-the-job report from the dark side of the boom. No one since H. L.
35 assailed the smug rhetoric of prosperity with such scalpel-like precision
us wit,” —MIKE DAVIS
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194  NICKEL AND DIMED

person of average ability—capable of learning the job and also
capable of screwing up.

I did have my moments of glory. There were days at The
Maids when I got my own tasks finished fast enough that I was
able to lighten the load on others, and I feel good about that.
There was my breakthrough at Wal-Mart, where I truly believe
that, if I'd been able to keep my mouth shut, I would have pro-
gressed in a year or two to a wage of $7.50 or more an hour.
And I'll bask for the rest of my life in the memory of that day at
the Woodcrest when I fed the locked Alzheimer’s ward all by
myself, cleaned up afterward, and even managed to extract a
few smiles from the vacant faces of my charges in the process.

It’s not just the work that has to be learned in each situa-
tion. Each job presents a self-contained social world, with its
own personalities, hierarchy, customs, and standards. Some-
times I was given scraps of sociological data to work with, such
as “Watch out for so-and-so, he’s a real asshole.” Mo
monly it was left to me to figure out such essentials as who was
in charge, who was good to work with, who could take a joke.
Here years of travel probably stood me in good stead, although
in my normal life I usually enter new situati

respected, even attention-getting role like “gues
“workshop leader,”

e com-

ons in some
t lecturer” or
It’s a lot harder, I found, to sort out a
human microsystem when you're looking up at it from the bot-
tom, and, of course, a lot more necessary to do so.

Standards are another tricky issue. To be “good to work
with” yourself, you need to be fast and thorough, but not so
fast and thorough that you end up making things tougher for
everyone else. There was seldom any danger of my raising the
bar, but at the Hearthside Annette once upbraided me for
freshening up the display desserts: “They’ll expect us all to
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start doing that!” So I desisted, just as I would have slowed
down to an arthritic pace in any job, in the event that a man-
ager showed up to do a time-and-motion study. Similarly, at
Wal-Mart, a cowotker once advised me that, although I had a
lot to learn, it was also important not to “know too much,” or
at least never to reveal one’s full abilities to management,
because “the more they think you can do, the more they'll use
you and abuse you.” My mentors in these matters were not
lazy; they just understood that there are few or no rewards
for heroic performance. The trick lies in figuring out how
to budget your energy so there’ll be some left over for the
next day.

And all of these jobs were physically demanding, some of
them even damaging if performed month after month. Now, I
am an unusually fit person, with years of weight lifting and aer-
obics behind me, but I learned something that no one ever
mentioned in the gym: that a lot of what we experience as
strength comes from knowing what to do with weakness. You
feel it coming on halfway through a shift or later, and you can
interpret it the normal way as a symptom of a kind of low-level
illness, curable with immediate rest. Or you can interpret it
another way, as a reminder of the hard work you’ve done so far
and hence as evidence of how much you are still capable of
doing—in which case the exhaustion becomes a kind of splint,
holding you up. Obviously there are limits to this form of self-
delusion, and I would have reached mine quickly enough if I'd
had to go home from my various jobs to chase toddlers and
pick up after a family, as so many women do. But the fact that
I survived physically, that in a time period well into my fifties I
never collapsed or needed time off to recuperate, is something
I am inordinately proud of,
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198  NICKEL AND DIMED

to save enough, in the months between August 1999 and May
2000, to accumulate the first month’s rent and deposit on an
actual apartment, I think I could have done this—saved $800
to $1,000—at least if no car trouble or illness interfered with
my budget. I am not sure, however, that I could have main-
tained the seven-day-a-week regimen month after month or
eluded the kinds of injuries that afflicted my fellow workers in
the housecleaning business.

In Minneapolis—well, here we are left with a lot of specula-
tion. If I had been able to find an apartment for $400 a month
or less, my pay at Wal-Mart—$1,120 a month before taxes—
might have been sufficient, although the cost of living in a
motel while I searched for such an apartment might have made
it impossible for me to save enough for the first month’s rent
and deposit. A weekend job, such as the one I almost landed
at a supermarket for about $7.75 an hour, would have helped,
but I had no guarantee that I could arrange my schedule at
Wal-Mart to reliably exclude weekends. If T had taken the job
at Menards and the pay was in fact $10 an hour for eleven
hours a day, I would have made about $440 a week after taxes—
enough to pay for a motel room and still have something left
over to save up for the initial costs of an apartment. But were
they really offering $10 an hour? And could I have stayed on
my feet eleven hours a day, five days a week? So yes, with some
different choices, I probably could have survived in Minneapo-
lis. But I'm not going back for a rematch,

All right, I made mistakes, especially in Minneapolis, and
these mistakes were at the time an occasion for feelings of fail-
ure and shame. I should have pulled myself together and taken
the better-paying job; I should have moved into the dormitory
I finally found (although at $19 a night, even a dorm bed would

f
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have been a luxury on Wal-Mart wages). But it must be said in
my defense that plenty of other people were making the same
mistakes: working at Wal-Mart rather than at one of the better-
paying jobs available (often, I assume, because of transporta-
tion problems); living in residential motels at $200 to $300 a
week. So the problem goes beyond my personal failings and
miscalculations. Something is wrong, very wrong, when a single
person in good health, a person who in addition possesses a
working car, can barely support herself by the sweat of her
brow. You don’t need a degree in economics to see that wages
are too low and rents too high.

THE PROBLEM OF RENTS IS EASY FOR A NONECONOMIST, EVEN A
sparsely educated low-wage worker, to grasp: it’s the market,
stupid. When the rich and the poor compete for housing on
the open market, the poor don’t stand a chance. The rich can
always outbid them, buy up their tenements or trailer parks,
and replace them with condos, McMansions, golf courses, or
whatever they like. Since the rich have become more numer-
ous, thanks largely to rising stock prices and executive salaries,
the poor have necessarily been forced into housing that is more
expensive, more dilapidated, or more distant from their places
of work. Recall that in Key West, the trailer park convenient to
hotel jobs was charging $625 a month for a half-size trailer,
forcing low-wage workers to search for housing farther and
farther away in less fashionable keys. But rents were also sky-
rocketing in the touristically challenged city of Minneapolis,
where the last bits of near-affordable housing lie deep in the
city, while job growth has occurred on the city’s periphery, next
to distinctly unaffordable suburbs. Insofar as the poor have to
work near the dwellings of the rich—as in the case of 50 many
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202 NICKEL AND DIMED

the horizon for the slightest hint of such “inflationary” gains,
was pleased to inform Congress in July 2000 that the forecast
seemed largely trouble-free. He went so far as to suggest that
the economic laws linking low unemployment to wage
increases may no longer be operative, which is a little like say-
ing that the law of supply and demand has been repealed.’
Some economists argue that the apparent paradox rests on an
illusion: there is no real “labor shortage,” only a shortage of
people willing to work at the wages currently being offered
You might as well talk about a “Lexus shortage” —which there
is, in a sense, for anyone unwilling to pay $40,000 for a car.

In fact, wages bave risen, or did tise, anyway, between 1996
and 1999. When I called around to various econormists in the
summer of 2000 and complained about the inadequacy of
the wages available to entry-level workers, this was their first
response: “But wages are going up!” According to the Eco-
nomic Policy Institute, the poorest 10 percent of American
workers saw their wages rise from $5.49 an hour (in 1999 dol-
lars) in 1996 to $6.05 in 1999, Moving up the socioeconomic
ladder, the next 10 percent—sized slice of Americans—which s
roughly where I found myself as a low-wage worker—went
from $6.80 an hour in 1996 to $7.35in 19995

Obviously we have one of those debates over whether the
glass is half empty or half full; the increases that seem to have

mollified many economists do not seem so impressive to me.

?“An Epitaph for a Rule That Just Won't Die,” New York Times, July 30, 2000.
4 “Fact or Fallacy: Labor Shortage May Really Be Wage Stagnation,” Chicago
Tribune, July 2, 2000; “It's a Wage Shortage, Not a Labor Shortage,” Minne-
apolis Star Tribune, March 25 , 2000. '

’I thank John Schmidt at the Economic Policy Institute in Washington, D.C,,
for preparing the wage data for me.
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To put the wage gains of the past four years in somewhat
dismal perspective: they have not been sufficient to bring low-
wage workers up to the amounts they were eamning twenty-
seven years ago, in 1973. In the first quarter of 2000, the
poorest 10 percent of workers were earning only 91 percent of
what they earned in the distant era of Watergate and disco
music. Furthermore, of all workers, the poorest have made the
least progress back to their 1573 wage levels. Relatively well-
off workers in the eighth decile, or 10 percent—sized slice,
where earnings are about $20 an hour, are now making 106.6
percent of what they earned in 1973. When I persisted in my
carping to the economists, they generally backed down a bit,
conceding that while wages at the bottom are going up, they’re
not going up very briskly. Lawrence Michel at the Economic
Policy Institute, who had at the beginning of our conversation
taken the half-full perspective, heightened the mystery when
he observed that productivity—to which wages are theoreti-
cally tied—has been rising at such a healthy clip that “workers
should be getting much more.”¢

The most obvious reason why they’re not is that employers
resist wage increases with every trick they can think of and
every ounce of strength they can summon. I had an opportu-
nity to query one of my own employers on this subject in
Maine. You may remember the time when ‘Ted, my boss at The
Maids, drove me about forty minutes to a house where I was
needed to reinforce a shorthanded team. In the course of com.
plaining about his hard lot in life, he avowed that he could
double his business overnight if only he could find enough reli-
able workers. As politely as possible, T asked him why he didn’t

¢ Interview, July 18, 2000,
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206  NICKEL AND DIMED

There is another way that Jow-income workers differ from
“economic man.” For the laws of economics to work, the
“players” need to be well informed about their options, The
ideal case—and I've read that the technology for this is just
around the corner—would be the consumer whose Palm Pilot
displays the menu and prices for every restaurant or store he or
she passes. Even without such technological assistance, afflu-
ent job hunters expect to study the salary-benefit packages
offered by their potential employers, watch the financial news
to find out if these packages are in line with those being offered
in other regions or fields, and probably do a little bargaining
before taking a job.

But there ate no Palm Pilots, cable channels, or Web sites
to advise the low-wage job seeker. She has only the help-
wanted signs and the want ads to go on, and most of these
coyly refrain from mentioning numbers. So information about
who earns what and where has to travel by word of mouth, and
for inexplicable cultural reasons, this is a very slow and unre-
liable route, Twin Cities job market analyst Kristine Jacobs
pinpoints what she calls the “money taboo” as a major factor
preventing workers from optimizing their earnings. “There’s
a code of silence surrounding issues related to individuals’
earnings,” she told me. “We confess everything else in our
society—sex, crime, illness. But no one wants to reveal what
they earn or how they got it. The money taboo is the one thing
that employers can always count on.”® I suspect that this
“taboo” operates most effectively among the lowest-paid
people, because, in a society that endlessly celebrates its dot-com
billionaires and centimillionaire athletes, $7 or even $10 an hour

8 Personal communication, July 24, 2000,

I{E
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can feel like a mark of innate inferiority. So you may or may not
find out that, say, the Target down the road s paying better
than Wal-Mart, even if you have a sister-in-law working there.

Employers, of course, do little to encourage the economic
literacy of their workers. They may exhort potential customers
to “Compare Our Prices!” but they're not eager to have work-
ers do the same with wages. I have mentioned the way the hir-
ing process seems designed, in some cases, to prevent any
discussion or even disclosure of wages—whisking the appli-
cant from interview to orientation before the crass subject of
money can be raised. Some employers go further; instead of
relying on the informal “money taboo” to keep workers from
discussing and comparing wages, they specifically enjoin work-
ers from doing so. The New York Times recently reported on
several lawsuits brought by employees who had allegedly been
fired for breaking this rule—a woman, for example, who asked
for higher pay after learning from her male coworkers that she
was being paid considerably less than they were for the very
same work. The National Labor Relations Act of 1935 makes
it illegal to punish people for revealing their wages to one
another, but the practice is likely to persist until rooted out by
lawsuits, company by company.’

BUT IF IT'S HARD FOR WORKERS TO OBEY THE LAWS OF ECONOMICS
by examining their options and moving on to better jobs, why
don’t more of them take a stand where they are—demanding
better wages and work conditions, either individually or as a
group? This is a huge question, probably the subject of many a

% “The Biggest Company Secret: Workers Challenge Employer Practices on
Pay Confidentiality,” New York Times, July 28, 2000.
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210  NICKEL AND DIMED

the will of the employer, and are subject to dismissal without
explanation. The AFL-CIO estimates that ten thousand work-
ers a year are fired for participating in union organizing drives,
and since it is illegal to fire people for union activity, I suspect
that these firings are usually justified in terms of unrelated
minor infractions. Wal-Mart employees who have bucked the
company-—by getting involved in a unionization drive or by
suing the company for failing to pay overtime—have been fired
for breaking the company rule against using profanity,1¢

So if low-wage workers do not always behave in an econom-
ically rational way, that is, as free agents within a capitalist
democracy, it is because they dwell in a place that is neither
free nor in any way democratic. When you enter the low-wage
workplace—and many of the medium-wage workplaces as
well—you check your civil liberties at the door, leave America
and all it supposedly stands for behind, and learn to zip your
lips for the duration of the shift. The consequences of this rou-
tine surrender go beyond the issues of wages and poverty. We
can hardly pride ourselves on being the world’s preeminent
democracy, after all, if large numbers of citizens spend half their
waking hours in what amounts, in plain terms, to a dictatorship.

Any dictatorship takes a psychological toll on its subjects. If
you are treated as an untrustworthy person—a potential
slacker, drug addict, or thief—you may begin to feel less trust-
worthy yourself. If you are constantly reminded of your lowly
position in the social hierarchy, whether by individual man-
agers or by a plethora of impersonal rules, you begin to accept
that unfortunate status. To draw for a moment from an entirely

Bob Ortega, In Sam We Trust, p. 356; “Former Wal-Mart Workers File Over-
time Suit in Harrison County,” Charleston Gazette, January 24, 1999,
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different corner of my life, that part of me still attached to the
biological sciences, there is ample evidence that animals—rats
and monkeys, for example—that are forced into a subordinate
status within their social systems adapt their brain chemistry
accordingly, becoming “depressed” in humanlike ways. Their
behavior is anxious and withdrawn; the level of serotonin (the
neurotransmitter boosted by some antidepressants) declines in
their brains. And—what is especially relevant here—they avoid
fighting even in self-defense. !

Humans are, of course, vastly more complicated; even in
situations of extreme subordination, we can pump up our self-
esteem with thoughts of our families, our religion, our hopes
for the future. But as much as any other social animal, and
more so than many, we depend for our self-image on the
humans immediately around us—to the point of altering our
perceptions of the world so as to fit in with theirs.1? My guess is
that the indignities imposed on so many low-wage workers—
the drug tests, the constant surveillance, being “reamed out”
by managers—are part of what keeps wages low. If you're made
to feel unworthy enough, you may come to think that what
you’re paid is what you are actually worth.

It is hard to imagine any other function for workplace
authoritarianism. Managers may truly believe that, without
their unremitting efforts, all work would quickly grind to a

1 See, for example, C. A. Shively, K. Laber-Laird, and R. F. Anton, “Behavior
and Physiology of Social Stress and Depression in Female Cynomolgous
Monkeys,” Biological Psychiatry 41:8 (1997), pp. 871-82, and D. C. Blanchard
et al., “Visible Burrow System as a Model of Chronic Social Stress: Behavioral
and Neuroendocrine Correlates,” Psychoneuroendocrinology 20:2 (1995), PP.
117-34.

12 See, for example, chapter 7, “Conformity,” in David G. Myers, Social Psy-
chology (McGraw-Hill, 1987).



33§ pUB ‘SIN{IOM [2A3[-Anus Aed Apuaiind £ 1eym 201y
T340 ST YIYM UMY 00‘0€S 3ey? 38 JoO L s1afordurg
"Pa9} 01 a1
1Y) SYynow AUeW MO0y JIEW OU ‘U0 AT 01 soFem UmO I
nq Sunpou saey—ordurexs 103 sIDyloWr AFWS—SIAYI0 Ing
9TEY PIIY> PRZIpISqns—saiels snoiduad Apapepr dlefam
Jo Furwod asoy: 10j—Io ‘ps1d xE) SWOOU PAUTEd Y] ‘SID
-yonoa dursnoy ‘sduwreys PoOj Jo w0y sy1 ur dpYy juswuIsAog
UOC MBID 3WOS "PIIY2 umoid 10 asnods e ‘Toures sdem IPyioue
s do Furures) 4q £q 198 uroy jo Auepy Inoy ue 14 wep 889
ures u3219d (9 INOQE ‘S133I0M UBdLSWY Jo Lwofewn sy ey
ST 3ury Sunjooys ay ], “Jeow yonw A194 U243 10 ‘s13301 £&1omo0]
PUE s31131831> tonbr] pue suim ‘ssadoe 32UIdIUT “S[eIUaT O3PIA
S[eIW JUBINEISII SPNIIUT 10U S0P 31 Ing "SUOI|[IW JO Yoea1 a1
puodaq [pa S1e yorga Sidurexa 10 I91UID PISUD B I8 18D
PI'Y> pue ‘duoydspai & ‘aouernsuy Yieay sspnpur 198pnq sy
“UO JAT] P[NOD A[TUTE] B YINS WNWTURUI L1534 913 10U ST STY T, Inoy
Ue p1§ jo 23em € 01 syunowe yorm ‘UAIpP[IY> om3 pue Impe
U0 J0 A[Turej e 10§ 1834 ® (00 0€S jo am3y s8eraae ve @ dn
Sured pue  33em SulAl, € S9ININISUOD JeqM JO SITPTUS JO SUSZOp
pamd1ar Apuadar snsuy Aorog MWOuody YJ, 18yl S
UL MOH "UO 3AI] 03 P3aU 45y wey: ssaf 1e§ ures s[doad Auew
1B S1 I[OS3I SP—IBLNS I PAYDILINS A[AIBq FATY SHUSW
-wod> Aw ams w] pue—mo] safem sdasy 1asoreym Ing
"SIAPSWAY) OIS
-s31da1 30 sjusBe 91 Inq $I3U3q 3U0 OU 150We ‘ur Juoy 3y uy
pue “penbaur 1adaap 1245 03 sn Buruwapuod ‘94> o18en e st
3] "S301AIIS PAPIIU JO UOKEBIOISIT IO UOISUEdXa a1 1surede Sur
-Y3ram 3010¥] 1a10UE $aUI033q worssardal Jo 1500 3 ‘003 K1d
-100s 1383€] 33 ur puy “sdoo pue suosiad uy A[1agay 210ur 1942
Sunsoaur aya | ‘9%em [E100s,, 941 Se APANIS[[02 01 ParIajar

§Iz  uonenpeag

i

SIUWMIWIOS 318 Y1y 7004 3y 10§ $907A195 d1[qnd Fupino P4
Teruns e ur dn 1y8nes 5q 03 swass A3300s 1931e[ 3Y) ‘umop
sadem ploy o3 axnssaxd 10w 1343 U SIMsa1 uolssa1dal o 1500
Y81 2y pue—uo 0s pue ‘Is3; 3rup e 103 dod & 1§ “raFeuew
© J0J JB34 € 310W 10 ()00 0Z$—~A>uour 1500 suryy ssa ang *Sur
-1591 Lfpeuosiad pue Snap ax[ soinsesw JAISNIUT puUE JuswW8e
-UBW 3AIssa1dar 10j psau paaatad sy SQUSH "SISIOM I3
MBI Ao Yorym wory ardoad JO A1082380 atp ISIISIp pue
123 03 pua) £oy; ‘2uauadxs emde Yim Ue1 3J1pnford—ienes
U9YO puUe—SSER LM Op O} SIOUT JARY IET) SUOSEII IO "UO
pusdap &y 1oqe] asoym sqdoad predispun sy3 jo 181y 3a0qe
sofiur uomisod oTwouods we Adnddo ‘sprepy 9T, 18 ssoq Aux 3|
SIM3U23daTIUa 31q-0M) SWOS UAI PUw ‘SIOYEW UOISISp Jjetod
-X00) “Aenbour Swanxa Jo armmo k g Awouods ue isnf jJ0u
SIno Jun{ew 919y JI0M 18 34D SnomIA B 2q 01 SWIIs 313y |,
"JUESIaqO
PEX9 03 UB() 1930 ‘SEA JUSWAFEUEW JO UOROUNY 31 Jeym
998 O3 PI¥Y USYO SBA 1 108] U] 11 01 9501 £33 ‘SISLID € SEM 3101
Uaym ‘Jurreys szom pue uonesadoos JO swaishs pastasap Aoy
‘S3APRSWAY 03 3§ 'paimbar yuswaFeuew se }03S §S30X3 I
P3191NP J0U ‘TYnNEaq 3q 01 J00F Y3 PaIUEM SIANIOM a1
'SISUI0D IND WIYL IPEM SSWNDWOS JLY3 SIUFEIISUOD [sum Iy
PIIURS3T SISUEIISNIOY ‘SISWOISID 373 pIEmo] ssaurfuns s1afe
"UEUL 18 PAJeYD S3sSaNTe/ "3UOP 3q P[NOYS I Se 2uop qof Sy
8uniod 03 speIsqo ue sk JuswaFeurw pauapradxa spdoad asat
‘1083 U1 ‘Ualy() ‘uonruBooa1 Uy 10 safem uy Py Aefeaw os
WSy papaemar 181 sqol uy ool ardoad aprad a1 4q pausppes
SIUMSWOS PUE PIZBWE SEA | ‘AIEIIUOD S UQ) *J31Y} 10 DIPPE
Snip e Jonew 1e} 10 JO IDYIL[S [ENIOB UE 19W ISAU [ “481au>
IRy 3138pnq 01 pauzes| pey ogm 3[doad jo fiuard pue soruko
SUIOs pa133unodua T Ny uolssardun Aw jou S ey, ey

TIWIT ANY TDIDIN cIZ
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nothing but bankruptcy ahead. Indeed, it is probably impos-
sible for the private sector to provide everyone with an ade-
quate standard of living through wages, or even wages plus
benefits, alone: too much of what we need, such as reliable
child care, is just too expensive, even for middle-class families,
Most civilized nations compensate for the inadequacy of wages
by providing relatively generous public services such as health
insurance, free or subsidized child care, subsidized housing,
and effective public transportation. But the United States, for
all its wealth, leaves its citizens to fend for themselves—facing
market-based rents, for example, on their wages alone. For
millions of Americans, that $10—or even $8 or $6—hourly
wage is all there is.

It is common, among the nonpoor, to think of poverty as a
sustainable condition—austere, pethaps, but they get by some-
how, don’t they? They are “always with us.” What is harder for
the nonpoor to see is poverty as acute distress: The lunch that
consists of Doritos or hot dog rolls, leading to faintness before
the end of the shift. The “home” that is also a car or a van. The
illness or injury that must be “worked through,” with gritted
teeth, because there’s no sick pay or health insurance and the
loss of one day’s pay will mean no groceries for the next, These
experiences are not part of a sustainable lifestyle, even a lifestyle
of chronic deprivation and relentless low-level punishment.
They are, by almost any standard of subsistence, emergency sit-
uations. And that is how we should see the poverty of so many
millions of low-wage Americans—as a state of emergency.

[N THE SUMMER OF 2000 1 RETURNED—PERMANENTLY, I HAVE EVERY
reason to hope—to my customary place in the socioeconomic
spectrum. I go to restaurants, often far finer ones than the

\I{f
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places where I worked, and sit down at a table, T sleep in hotel
rooms that someone else has cleaned and shop in stores that
others will tidy when I leave. To go from the bottom 20 percent
to the top 20 percent is to enter a magical world where needs
are met, problems are solved, almost without any intermediate
effort. If you want to get somewhere fast, you hail a cab. If your
aged parents have grown tiresome or incontinent, you put
them away where others will deal with their dirty diapers and
dementia. If you are part of the upper-middle-class majority
that employs a maid or maid service, you return from work to
find the house miraculously restored to order—the toilet bowls
shit-free and gleaming, the socks that you left on the floor levi-
tated back to their normal dwelling place. Here, sweat is a
metaphor for hard work, but seldom its consequence. Hun-
dreds of little things get done, reliably and routinely every day,
without anyone’s seeming to do them.

The top 20 percent routinely exercises other, far more
consequential forms of power in the world. This stratum,
which contains what I have termed in an earlier book the
“professional-managerial class,” is the home of our decision
makers, opinion shapers, culture creators—our professors,
lawyers, executives, entertainers, politicians, judges, writers,
producers, and editors.”? When they speak, they are listened to.
When they complain, someone usually scurries to correct the
problem and apologize for it. If they complain often enough,
someone far below them in wealth and influence may be chas-
tised or even fired. Political power, too, is concentrated within
the top 20 percent, since its members are far more likely than
the poor—or even the middle class—to discern the all-too-tiny

¥ Fear of Falling: The Inner Life of the Middle Class (Pantheon, 1989).
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the fate of former welfare recipients because the 1996 welfare
reform legislation blithely failed to indude any provision for
monitoring their postwelfare economic condition. Media ac-
counts persistently bright-side the situation, highlighting the
occasional success stories and downplaying the acknowledged
increase in hunger.'® And sometimes there seems to be almost
deliberate deception. In June 2000, the press rushed to hail a
study supposedly showing that Minnesota’s welfare-to-work
program had sharply reduced poverty and was, as Time maga-
zine put it, a “winner.”'” Qverlooked in these reports was the
fact that the program in question was a pilot project that
offered far more generous child care and other subsidies than
Minnesota’s actual welfare reform program. Perhaps the error
can be forgiven—the pilot project, which ended in 1997, had
the same name, Minnesota Family Investment Program, as
Minnesota’s much larger, ongoing welfare reform program.18
You would have to read a great many newspapers very care-
fully, cover to cover, to see the signs of distress. You would
find, for example, that in 1999 Massachusetts food pantries
reported a 72 percent increase in the demand for their services
over the previous year, that Texas food banks were “scroung-
ing” for food, despite donations at or above 1998 levels, as
were those in Atlanta.? You might learn that in San Diego the
Catholic Church could no longer, as of January 2000, accept

" The National Journal reports that the “good news" is that almost six million
people have left the welfare rolls since 1996, while the “rest of the story”
includes the problem that “these people sometimes don't have enough to eat”
(“Welfare Reform, Act 2,” June 24, 2000, pp. 1,978-93).

17 “Minnesota's Welfare Reform Proves a Winner,” Time, June 12, 2000.

18 Center for Law and Social Policy, “Update,” Washington, D.C,, June 2000.
19“Study: More Go Hungry since Welfare Reform,” Bostor H, erald, January 21,
2000; “Charity Can’t Feed All while Welfare Reforms Implemented,” Houston
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homeless families at its shelter, which happens to be the city’s
largest, because it was already operating at twice its normal
capacity.?® You would come across news of a study showing
that the percentage of Wisconsin food-stamp families in
“extreme poverty”—defined as less than 50 percent of the fed-
eral poverty line—has tripled in the last decade to more than
30 percent.?! You might discover that, nationwide, America’s
food banks are experiencing “a torrent of need which [they]
cannot meet” and that, according to a survey conducted by the
U.S. Conference of Mayors, 67 percent of the adults requesting
emergency food aid are people with jobs.22

One reason nobody bothers to pull all these stories together
and announce a widespread state of emergency may be that
Americans of the newspaper-reading professional middle class
are used to thinking of poverty as a consequence of unemploy-
ment. During the heyday of downsizing in the Reagan years, it
very often was, and it still is for many inner-city residents who
have no way of getting to the proliferating entry-level jobs on
urban peripheries. When unemployment causes poverty, we
know how to state the problem—typically, “the economy isn’t
growing fast enough”—and we know what the traditional lib-
eral solution is—“full employment.” But when we have full or
nearly full employment, when jobs are available to any job

Chronicle, January 10, 2000; “Hunger Grows as Food Banks Try to Keep
Pace,” Atlanta Journal and Constitution, November 26,1999,

#“Rise in Homeless Families Strains San Diego Aid,” Los Angeles Times, Janu-
ary 24, 2000.

2 “Hunger Problems Said to Be Getting Worse,” Milwaukee Journal Sentinel,
December 15, 1999,

% Deborah Leff, the president and CEQ of the hunger-relief organization
America’s Second Harvest, quoted in the National Journal, op. cit,; “Hunger
Persists in U.S. despite the Good Times,” Detroit News, June 15, 2000.
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