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Class, Not Race, Is the Issue in the Pandemic

An April 8 article in the New York Times breathlessly 
revealed that the coronavirus is killing blacks and 

Latinos in New York City at twice the rate of whites. This 
fits in with the Times thesis that race has been the most 
important issue influencing American politics and society 
since 1619. This allows the Times and other liberal com-
mentators to bash right wingers, who “everyone knows” 
are racists.

But the issue with coronavirus, as with so much else in 
America, isn’t really about race; it’s about class. The middle 
class is winning, which isn’t surprising since most policy 
decisions today are made by middle-class bureaucrats and 
managers. Meanwhile, the working class is losing, which 
is sad because it actually forms the majority of people. 
If there is a right-left divide in the battle between mid-
dle-class elites and working-class victims, then the left is 
firmly on the side of the elites while Trump has brought 
working-class whites, at least, to the right side.

America’s Class Structure
Americans don’t talk a lot about class, and when they do 
they often use the wrong terms. Broadly, the nation has 
four classes. The upper class consists of people so wealthy 
they don’t have to work. That’s roughly equivalent to the 
1 percent, which includes people whose net worth is more 
than $10 million. 

The middle class consists of people who work with 
their minds, not their hands. They generally have gone to 
college and received bachelor’s degrees or better. According 
to census data, 36 percent of Americans over 24 years old 
had bachelor’s degrees or better in 2019, up from less than 
5 percent in 1940. Assuming 1 percent is in the upper 
class, that leaves 35 percent in the middle class.

The working class is sometimes divided into skilled 
and unskilled workers. About 26 percent have some col-
lege but less than a bachelor’s degree while 28 percent fin-
ished high school but did not go to college. These may be 
proxies for the skilled and unskilled working class. 

Finally, there is an underclass, meaning people who 
are stuck in poverty with no permanent jobs. About 10 

percent of Americans older than 24 never finished high 
school, and this is a rough proxy for the underclass.

Changes in Income Inequality
After World War II, for the first time in world history, 
working-class incomes in the United States and other parts 
of the developed world began to approach middle-class 
incomes. By 1968, working-class families often lived in 
the same styles of homes as the middle class; they drove 
the same cars; ate the same foods; and watched the same 
television programs. This led many to use the term “mid-
dle class” to describe both working class and middle class 
when what they really meant was middle income. 

Due to the decline in income inequality, this period 
has been called the Great Compression. The Gini Index, a 
measure of income inequality with a larger number indi-
cating more inequality, declined in the United States from 
0.49 in 1929 to 0.36 in 1968. 

The Gini Index of income inequality fell from 1929 to 1968, indicating 
greater equality, then grew back to nearly its 1929 level by 2010, indi-
cating greater inequality. Source: The Chartbook of Income Inequality.

The decline in inequality was due to such things as 
moving assembly lines increasing worker productivity; 
high auto ownership rates giving workers access to better 
jobs; high homeownership rates allowing workers to build 
enough equity to start small businesses; and the power of 
unions to get workers a larger share of their increased pro-
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ductivity. As of 1968, median working-class incomes were 
actually greater than median middle-class incomes in some 
American cities such as Detroit.

Since 1968, the United States’ Gini index has climbed 
back to 0.46 (though the Census Bureau puts it at 0.49). 
This increase in inequality, which could be called the Great 
Divergence, resulted from the export of manufacturing 
jobs to other countries and the loss of union power as new 
factories opened in right-to-work states as well as other 
countries. Most of the United States became a service 
economy rather than a manufacturing economy. 

If the middle class is equal to those with four years of college, it has sub-
stantially grown since 1940. Source: Census Bureau.

The middle class grew to meet the needs of that econo-
my. In 1968, only 10.5 percent of 25-and-older Americans 
had four years of college; as noted, this increased to 36.0 
percent by 2019. The new larger middle class benefited 
from changes in the economy, especially from the reduced 
costs of goods manufactured in non-union states and 
countries. But many in the working class ended up trading 
high-wage, high-productivity jobs in assembly-line facto-
ries or as skilled workers for low-wage, low-productivity 
unskilled jobs.

Non-Hispanic whites are better educated than blacks and Latinos, but 
Asians are better educated than whites. Differences are due to a com-
bination of factors including historic racism. Source: Census Bureau.

These changes affected the entire working class, re-
gardless of race. But the left’s focus on identity politics 
led it to blame racism for the impacts on working-class 
blacks and Latinos, while it ignored the problems of work-

ing-class whites. When working-class whites complained, 
the left called them “deplorables” and failed to hear their 
complaints. Since working-class whites actually make up 
nearly half of the nation’s voting-age population, Trump 
took advantage of this anger to win the 2016 election. 

Racism is still a problem. Non-hispanic whites are 
better educated than blacks and Latinos, but Asians are 
better educated than whites. Asian families are known for 
emphasizing the importance of education for their chil-
dren, and the fact that Asians are much more likely to have 
college degrees than whites can hardly be blamed on rac-
ism. On the other hand, predominately black schools are 
often poorer than predominately white schools, leading 
fewer blacks to go to college.

Differences in income between people of different races but the same 
education levels are harder to explain without accepting that racism is 
still a problem in the United States. Source: Census Bureau.

Given equal educations, blacks earn only about 80 
percent as much income as non-Hispanic whites. Latinos 
with high school diplomas or better also make only about 
80 percent as much as non-Hispanic whites. Asians with 
less than a bachelor’s degree make only about 90 percent 
as much as non-Hispanic whites. 

Some of these differences are due to factors other than 
racism. On the other hand, predominately black schools 
are often poorer in quality than predominately white 
schools, so blacks who have high school diplomas may not 
be as well educated as whites with nominally similar ed-
ucations. At least some of this can be blamed on racism.

Barriers to Economic Mobility
In general, however, the plight of lower-income people is 
not a problem of race; it is a problem of class. The average 
income of Americans with a bachelor’s degree is 82 percent 
more than someone with only a high school diploma and 
65 percent more than someone with some college but no 
bachelor’s degree. These are much bigger differences than 
those between white and black or Latino incomes. 

The difference between middle- and working-class 
incomes has been exacerbated in recent years by policies 
and laws that favor the middle class over the working 
class. For example, research by MIT economist (now at 
Northwestern University) Matthew Rognlie revealed that 
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the main cause of wealth inequality in recent years was 
changes in homeownership. Land-use restrictions such as 
urban-growth boundaries have pushed up home values, 
making middle-class homeowners wealthier but creating 
barriers for working-class families to buy homes. 

The difference in income between having a bachelor’s degree and just 
having some college is greater than between some college and just a high 
school diploma and much greater than disparities in incomes by race 
for any given level of educational attainment. Source: Census Bureau.

Another barrier is a decline in subsidies to state uni-
versities. In 1968, children of working-class families could 
easily enter the middle class by going to affordable state 
colleges and universities. Tuition in some states was actual-
ly free; in most it was very low. Since then, college tuitions 
have grown at twice the rate of inflation, and most of this 
increase is due to declines in state funding for higher ed-
ucation. I know that most free-market advocates oppose 
such subsidies, but it can’t be denied that they played a 
major role in the economic mobility of the 1960s and loss 
in that mobility since then.

Transportation has also become a barrier to economic 
mobility. Nearly everyone in the United States who is ca-
pable of driving can afford to buy a new or used car. But 
many cities and urban areas have deliberately allowed con-
gestion to increase in order to “get people out of their sin-
gle-occupancy vehicles.” At the same time, they have built 
expensive rail transit systems that mainly serve downtown 
workers, most of whom are in the middle class. People 
with middle-class jobs are more likely to be able to work at 
home, work flexible hours, take transit to downtown jobs, 
or change the locations of their jobs to avoid congestion. 
Most people with working-class jobs, which are mostly lo-
cated outside of downtowns, don’t have these alternatives 
and are stuck in traffic.

Class and the Pandemic
All of these policies—housing & land use, education, and 
transportation—were designed by middle-class bureau-
crats for the benefit of the middle class. Which brings us 
to the pandemic.

When state governors issued stay-at-home orders, 
researchers at the University of Chicago business school 
estimated that 34 percent of the nation’s workers could do 

their work from home. The Bureau of Labor Statistics esti-
mated a slightly lower 29 percent. Either way, the number 
is roughly equal to middle-class jobs minus health-care 
jobs. 

In other words, stay-at-home orders have little effect 
on many in the middle class. The working class, however, 
falls into two groups: those whose jobs were considered 
“non-essential” and were put out of work and those whose 
jobs were considered essential but can’t, for the most part, 
be conducted at home, which left them more likely to be 
exposed to the virus. Working-class people are also more 
likely to suffer from obesity, hypertension, diabetes, and 
other diseases that make them more vulnerable to the vi-
rus. Again, these are class issues, not race issues.

Protests against the economic shutdown have been 
met with outrage by middle-class writers who are still at 
work but who think working-class people should accept 
the loss of their jobs as an expedient to save lives. These 
writers ignore the ingenuity of American workers. 

When the coronavirus started to become serious, for 
example, a dog groomer in Colorado figured out how 
she could keep her business running while social distanc-
ing. She instructed her clients to leave their dogs tied up 
in their front yards. She would pick up the dogs, using 
disposable leashes, take them to her home and wash and 
groom them. She then returned them to their yards. Bills 
and payments were done electronically. There was virtually 
no contact between people, but the state shut her business 
down as non-essential.

When the final history of this pandemic is written, it 
will almost certainly show that working-class people suf-
fered disproportionately from both the virus and the eco-
nomic shutdown. While the nation’s history of racism may 
be responsible for the fact that a disproportionate share of 
blacks are in the working class, the real problem with our 
society is the anti-working-class policies adopted by the 
middle class. These policies equally harm black as well as 
white working class.

Trump managed to win office by appealing to work-
ing-class whites. In the last three years, however, the share 
of non-Hispanic whites without a Bachelor’s degree has 
already declined by 3 percent, which would have been 
enough to cause him to lose the 2016 election. 

A real political revolution will take place when some-
one crafts a message that brings together the entire work-
ing class—black, white, Latino, and others—against the 
middle-class elites who make most of our policies today. 
Given that most of the impacts of COVID-19 are falling 
on the working class, this could be one of the results of the 
pandemic.

Randal O’Toole, the Antiplanner, is a land-use and 
transportation policy analyst and author of The Best-Laid 
Plans: How Government Planning Harms Your Quality of 
Life, Your Pocketbook, and Your Future. Masthead photo 
of protesters against the economic shutdown in Minnesota by 
Lorie Shaull.
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