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I
f  y o u ’re fe e lin g  sh u t o ff  from  th e  w o rk fo rce , m ea n in g fu l ca re e r  ad v a n ce m e n t, or th e  ability  to fin d  a to le ra b le , livable-w age jo b  and you fe e l you are to b lam e fo r it, you m ig h t be a m illen n ia l.G e r a ld  D a v is ’ n ew  b o o k , “T h e  V an ish in gA m e r ic a n  C o rp o ra tio n : N a v ig a tin g  th e  H a za rd s o f a N e w  E c o n o m y ,” d o es a goo d  jo b  o f ex p la in in g  w hy. (S p o ile r  a lert: I t ’s actu a lly  n o t yo u r fau lt.)W h ile  it m ig h t lo o k  lik e  an e co n o m ics  b o o k , you co u ld  also file  it u n d e r ca re e r  ad vice  th a t’s actu ally  h e lp fu l. P e rh a p s th e  re a so n  su ch  a gen re co m b in a tio n  is n ’t co m m o n  is b e c a u se  w e live in , as D a v is  ca lls  it, a chu tes-and-ladders e co n o m y . R e m e m b e r  th a t g a m e  you lik ely  p layed  as a kid  w h ere you ro lled  th e  d ice  and if yo u  lan d ed  on  a squ are w ith  a kid rea d in g  a b o o k  or h e lp in g  an e ld erly  p e rso n  cro ss  th e  stre e t you  g o t to clim b  th e  ladder? B u t  if you landed on a squarew ith  a d irty  ro o m  o r a kid  m ak in g  h e r  sib lin g  cry , you had  to go  dow n th e  ch u te ?  Y ou  w ere su p p o se d  to le a rn  th a t g o o d  d e e d s p u t you ah ea d  in lin e , b u t actu ally  w in n in g  or lo sin g  is co m p le te ly  d e p e n d e n t on  th e  roll o f th e  d ice .“ O u r  cu rre n t e co n o m y  is like a Pow erball lo tte ry , in  w h ich  a han d fu l o f jo b  se e k e rs  atta in  m assive  w ealth  o v ern ig h t, w hile o th e rs  fa ce  p e rv asive  in se cu rity . T e e n  p ro g ra m m e rs  se ll th e ir  app to F a c e b o o k  and retire  b e fo re  d rin k in g  ag e , w h ile  co m p etito rs  w ith  e sse n tia lly  id en tica l p ro d u cts  lo se  ou t. L u c k y  h o m e o w n e rs  in F lo rid a  ca sh  in b efore th e  bu b b le b u rsts , w h ile  o th e rs  are le ft  u n d e rw a te r (fin an cially  if  n o t y e t actually). R a n d o m  K o re a n  pop stars  h it  an u n e x p e cte d  cu ltu ra l ch o rd  and go  viral, w h ile th o u san d s o f o th e rs  go  u n s e e n .”H e  m ak es a su rp ris in g  a rg u m e n t ab ou t r is in g  in co m e  in eq u ality  and it co m e s  in two p a rts . F irst: co rp o ratio n s are d eclin in g .M o s t  o f us ten d  to th in k  G e n e r a l E le c tr ic , W e stin g h o u se  and A T & T  are p e rm a n e n t fix tu re s  on  o u r e co n o m ic  te rra in , b u t th e  co n d itio n s th a t o n ce  n e c e s sita te d  h u m an s to o rgan ize  lab or in th e  form  o f v a stco rp o ra tio n s are m o stly  g o n e . S iz e  is  a

ILL U S T R A TIO N  BY JO N  W IL L IA M Sliability.S e co n d : it is  b e c a u se  o f th e  co rp o ra tio n ’s d e clin e  th a t w e are e x p e rie n cin g  in co m e in eq u ality  n o t s e e n  s in ce  th e  G ild e d  A g e  in th e  late  1800s. B u t  a re n ’t  co rp o ratio n s th e  rea so n  for o u r d ysfu n ctio n al go v e rn m e n t? T h e  sam e g o v e rn m e n t th a t cu ts  ta x  d eals for th e  w ealth y  and d o es th e  biddin g o f s ta te le s s  co n g lo m e ra te s  at th e  e x p e n s e  o f everyo n e e lse?“T h e  m o st eq ual e co n o m ie s  (Scan d in avia , for exam p le) are h o m e  to so m e o f th e  b ig g e s t g lob al co rp o ratio n s (N o k ia , V olvo , Ik e a , e tc .) , w h ile  th e  m o st u n eq u al e co n o m ie s  (C o lo m b ia , S o u th  A frica ) have few  if  an y tru ly  large-scale d o m estic  e n te r p r is e s .” C o rp o ra tio n s , D a v is  arg u e s, a re n ’t  p e rfe c t, b u t on e th in g  th e y  did w as provide a c le a r road to upw ard m obility.G o o d  lu ck  fin d in g  th a t today. “ E n try -le v e l”

has evap orated ; “ dead  e n d ” h as a lm o st w h olly  re p la ce d  it.N o t on ly  th a t, b u t w h ile o th e r ad van ced  e co n o m ie s  provided citizen s w ith  h e a lth  in su ra n ce  and a ro b u st safety  n e t red u cin g  th e  risk s  o f fin an cial ru in  th a t in n ovators and e n tre p re n e u rs  take o n , co rp o ratio n s sh o u ld ere d  th a t b u rd en  in A m e ric a  b e ca u se  u n iversal h e a lth  care is , apparently , so cia lism . S u c h  b e n e fits  w ere alw ays option al, and now  th a t it ’s co m e  tim e to sta rt payin g o u t th o se  career-em p loyee p e n sio n s, th e  c o st o f  b e n e v o le n ce  is crip p lin g  and p roh ib itive . S o , as co rp o ratio n s sh rin k  or d is in te g ra te  a lto g eth e r, h e a lth  co v erag e , re tire m e n t savin gs and all th e s e  “p e rk s ” o f  a lm o st e v e ry  o th e r  ad van ced  eco n o m y , d isapp ear. T h e  401 (k) h as b e e n  an a b je ct fa ilu re . I ap p reciate  h is  d ire ctn e ss  th a t em ployer-

sp o n so re d  h e a lth  co v e ra g e  is  an  in sa n e  id ea , e s p e c ia lly  u n d e r  a g o v e rn m e n t th a t, th o u g h  b a sica lly  a co rp o ra tio n  itse lf, p la n s n o t to provid e h e a lth  ca re , b u t rip  it fro m  as m an y p e o p le  as p o ssib le  to “ p r o te c t” th e  r ic h .N o w  fo r th e  irk so m e  stu ff. M o s t  o f  th e  tim e , th e  lite ra l re p e titio n s  o f  te x t  from  e a rlie r  p a rts  in  th e  b o o k  w e re  h e lp fu l, s in ce  to u n d e rsta n d  c e rta in  s e c tio n s , you n e e d e d  m o re  o f a b a ck g ro u n d  in e c o n o m ic s  or fin an cia l th e o r y  th a n  I h a v e . T h e y  w ere also d istra ctin g , th o u g h ; o n e  w o n d ers  if  th e  e x a c t sam e s e n te n c e  on p a g e s  12 and 94 w as in te n tio n a l.D a v is ’ d iscu ssio n  o f s ilv e r lin in g s  fe lt  a b it th in , at tim e s  g ra s p in g . O p e n -so u rce  softw are and th e  rad ical e a se  o f m a n u fa ctu rin g  can  m ayb e b e  b e n e fic ia l, e x c e p t th a t all th e  o p p o rtu n itie s  fo r anyone w ith  a ca r  and a s m a rtp h o n e  to b e c o m e  m icro -en trep ren e u rs  are available on ly  to p e o p le  w ith  a n e rv o u s  sy ste m  th a t can  h an d le  h u stlin g  all day e v e ry  day w ith o u t a b re a k  for u su ally  le s s  th an  m in im u m  w age, no b e n e fits  and n o t even  th e  le g a l p ro tectio n  th a t c o m e s  w ith  th e  statu s  o f “ e m p lo y e e .” A ls o , as a w riter, it ’s fru stra tin g  th a t h e  d o e s n ’t  o n ce  m en tio n  all th e s e  am azin g co n v e n ie n ce s  o f te ch n o lo g ica l ad v a n cem en t and open -sou rce softw are th a t are destroyin g m u sic ia n s ’ and w rite rs ’ ability  to m ake an yth in g  like a livin g w ith  th e ir  craft.A fte r  d iscu ssin g  th e  two w ays th e se  m assive  ch a n g e s could  go  — revival o f stro n g , lo ca l co m m u n itie s  or p ervasive  ‘U b e riz a tio n ’ (w here jo b s  are co m p lete ly  b ro k en  dow n into ta sk s w e all b e g  to co m p le te ), h e  c lo se s  w ith  so m e p retty  good  advice: “B e  o f s e r v ic e .” (M u c h  b e tte r  th an  “ follow  y o u r p a s s io n .” ) T h e  p ro b lem  is th a t w e are- cre a tin g  m a ch in e s  to do all o f th e  s e rv ic e . W h a t I w ould rea lly  like is a m a in stre am  e c o n o m ics  b o o k  th a t ch a lle n g e s ca p ita lism . D o  w e rea lly  n e e d  a cris is  o f m ass u n e m p lo y m e n t, and th u s m ass h o m e le s s n e s s , starv a tio n  an d s ic k n e s s , to s e e  how  re le n tle ss  a u to m a tio n , th e  p u rsu it o f  a rtificia l in te llig e n ce  and th e  w o rsh ip  o f te ch n o lo g y  are in co m p atib le  w ith  cap ita lism ?D a v is ’ v is io n  o f d ysto p ia , w h ich  h e  calls ru n aw ay “ p la tfo rm  c a p ita lism ,” is n ’t  n ea rly  bad e n o u g h . C o m p e tin g  w ith  o n e a n o th e r to co m p le te  m e n ia l ta sk s  fo r p e n n ie s  is  g o in g  to lo o k  like a d ream  w h en  m a ch in e s  ca n  do n ea rly  e v e ry th in g  u n sk illed  w o rk e rs ca n  do and y e t th o s e  u n sk illed  w o rk e rs w ith  th e ir  p e sk y  b o d ily  n e e d s  still n e e d  to ea t. I f  even  th e  co rp o ra te  b e h e m o th  is cru m b lin g , w hy m u st w e a s su m e  ca p ita lism  is a p e rm a n e n t w ay o f k e e p in g  h o u se ?
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