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Abstract
This article argues that the African American working class can be conceptualized as a
subproletariat: a subsection of the working class generally restricted to unstable,
unskilled, low-wage, non-union, and “dirty” labor. The restructuring of capital during
various periods in the U.S. history always strategically positioned the vast majority of
Black people in subproletarian labor. Under the current crisis in the political economy
of Black labor, uneven development and economic dislocation have deepened the lack
of stable, skilled, living wage jobs in poor Black regions of the USA. This article
expands on the earlier work of Joe Trotter and Harold “Hal” Baron to build a frame-
work to understand this phenomenon. This paper proposes that Black labor and the
Black working class provide the most succinct starting points to understanding the
complexities of contemporary forms of anti-Black racial oppression.
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Introduction

In February 2022, thousands of Californian Black Tesla factory workers organized a
statewide lawsuit against their trillion-dollar electric vehicle employer after a decade
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of “willful, malicious harassment,” and restricting Black workers to the dirtiest jobs
and lowest pay within plants. With over two and half years of research and investiga-
tion in Tesla, the California civil rights agency reported that supervisors, managers, and
fellow white employees hurled racial slurs at their Black counterparts daily, carved
“KKK,” “Go Back to Africa,” and “F**k N****s” into restroom stalls, workplace
benches, and lunch tables, and “segregated Black workers into separate areas that its
employees referred to as ‘porch monkey stations,’ the ‘dark side,’ and ‘the plantation.’”
In these parts of the plants, only Black workers scrubbed floors on their hands and
knees and were denied promotions from those positions and paid far less than white
Tesla employees. DFEH Director Kevin Kish noted that this lawsuit is the largest
ever brought before the state for racial discrimination because of the size of grieving
employees and the long range of years that the abuse occurred. In fact, racial abuses
against Tesla—a company notorious for violation of workers’ rights and abuses
across the globe—continued to rise as more Black workers filed complaints. In
2016, the state civil rights agency investigated 744 cases of racial abuse against
Black Tesla workers. By 2020, that number more than doubled to 1,548 complaints
that year. Black workers make up 20 percent of Tesla workforce, which employs
36,200 workers across the state and 80,000 worldwide (Roosevelt and Mitchell
2020; Domonske 2022).

This is not the first time Black Tesla workers organized against apartheid conditions
in their plants. In 2017, over one thousand Black Tesla employees filed a class action
lawsuit with the California Civil Rights Law Group against the corporation for similar
treatment with many of the workers complaining of dirty work and being called names
such as “monkey toes,” “hood rats,” “banana boy,” and mayate,”—a Spanish word for
dung beetle. The lawsuits also noted that those who complained faced retaliation from
management, including termination. One man who reported his supervisor for racism
was sent to human resources where he was fired. One Black woman reported that her
white supervisor called her a racial slur and struck her with a hot grinding tool. The
supervisor was fired then rehired soon after with no reprimand for Tesla. When
pressed on the racial abuse complaints, a spokesperson for Tesla shifted the conversa-
tion to the company’s contribution to the economy: “a narrative spun…is not factual
proof…[the company provides] the best paying jobs in the automotive industry…at
a time when manufacturing jobs are leaving California (Roosevelt and Mitchell
2022; Domonske 2022).”

This current crisis in the political economy of Black labor operates through the soci-
ohistorical position of blue collar African American workers in often restricted, low
paid, non-union, dirty work. The capitalist class—through the use of managers, admin-
istrators, human resources, and media— have reinforced apartheid within their compa-
nies and the labor market. They also sustain both social control and a psychological
wage with the white working class through constant harassment and social humiliation.
However, the history of the political economy is crucial to understand why this crisis of
Black subproletarianization continues to spiral further out of control. When the U.S.
political economy shifted from an industrial to service sector mode of production in
the 1980s, it unevenly developed and maintained a large size of “dirty” labor—low
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wage, unstable, dangerous/exhausting, no union protections—that constituted a net
loss—in capacity for survival or organizing resistance—for those who performed it.
A growing mass of working-class people who performed subproletarian labor often
sacrificed stability in their work, home life, and capacity for organizing. Particularly
for Black working-class people, the relatively insurmountable restriction to subprole-
tarian labor undergirds their colonized, or “super-exploited” position in the U.S. State
(Allen 1969; Reed 1999; Cha-Jua 2001; Cha-Jua 2010).

Although it initially began with capital responding to Black worker organizing and
resistance with deindustrialization and neoliberalization in the last quarter of the twentieth
century, the emphasis on expanding subproletarian labor picked up steam in the 1990s
when U.S. capital transitioned to a predominantly high-tech and service sector
economy. Because of a shrinking manufacturing and overall industrial base that provided
livable wage, union protected jobs, millions of destitute workers faced a new political
economy of multi-billion-dollar, monopolistic, unregulated corporations where warehous-
ing, moving, distributing, consuming, and providing communication services replaced
producing. For the African American working class, who are historically defined by
their proletarianization—their central role and resistance in the creation, maintenance,
and expansion of America’s accumulation of surplus profits through racially oppressive
policies and practices—subproletarianization reconstituted a new racial formation that sig-
nificantly reduced their social conditions and capacity for social movements and
resistance.

COVID-19 pandemic’s epic job destruction—similar in ways to the 2008 Great
Recession—accelerated the unemployment and underemployment crisis for Black
workers. In terms of unemployment, the employment to population ratio (EPOP) pro-
vides a critical lens into the crisis of Black labor. This tool measures the share of a spe-
cific group of people with a job. Black workers suffered a 17.8 percent loss in
unemployment compared to a 15.5 percent loss for white workers in the first three
months of the pandemic. Black women suffered the greatest losses with 18.8
percent losing their jobs between that same period. By April 2020, less than half of
the adult Black population was employed. Black workers are less likely to weather
an economic storm as vicious as COVID because they have fewer earners in the
family, lower incomes, lower liquid and generational wealth, and less opportunity
for livable wage jobs than their white counterparts (Gould and Wilson 2020).

With any economic cycle of mass layoffs and job creation in the U.S., Black
workers typically face discrimination in hiring, pay, benefits, job security, training,
and most overlooked, job availability. In fact, as other racial groups found work
throughout the pandemic, Black workers have been the only racial group to suffer
an increase in unemployment. For December 2021, the Bureau of Labor Statistics
reported that the unemployment rates for whites (3.2 percent), Asian people (3.8
percent) and Latinx people (4.9%) declined; however, African Americans’ unemploy-
ment rate jumped from 6.5 percent in November to 7.1 percent in December. As more
working-class people lost their jobs during the pandemic, many sought and found work
in unstable, unskilled, low wage, service sector work. For Black working-class people,
this increased subproletarianization significantly reduces the available labor resources
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in an already racially discriminatory pool. In fact, as Marxist scholar activist Harold
“Hal” Baron posited, “racial dynamics can be particularized as the working out of
the laws of the maintenance of mature state capitalism and the laws of Black liberation
with the metropolitan enclaves as a base (Baron 1971).”

In the 1960s, Marxist scholar activist Hal Baron detected this characteristic of U.S.
racial formation, dubbing it the “dual market structure.” This dual market structure,
Baron contended, consists of “dirtier”work, decrepit wages, targeted anti-Black working-
class propaganda, and is the basis for the political economy of Black labor. Additionally,
Baron argued, the Black labor pool serves mainly as a reserve army of surplus labor for
U.S. capital during economic shifts. Neoliberalization, the unregulated and aggressive pri-
vatization of previously public resources, informs the dual market structure because it
effectively strips the Black working classes of resources necessary to overcome ever-
expanding subproletarianization and diminishing working class and middle-class labor.

Thus, I argue that Baron’s conceptualization of the dual market structure serves as a
potent theory toward understanding super-exploitation of Black workers in the United
States today. This paper examines Baron’s concepts in a sociohistorical context to deter-
mine whether the increasing underemployment of Black workers reinforces a flexible,
but evident dual market structure in the political economy of Black labor and U.S. labor.
What follows is a critique of the current political economy of Black working-class labor,
followed by an exploration of the concept of “subproletariat,” Baron’s examination of
super-exploitation, and finally, a discussion on its relevancy to the post-accumulation
phase of late capitalism and the impeding social crisis for Black workers. This paper dem-
onstrates that Black workers under the COVID pandemic are increasingly segregated in
dirty, subproletarian labor with little resources to sustain day-to-day survival or organize
social movements. Subproletarian labor—while a historical characteristic of the Black
workers dating back to chattel slavery—is a serious threat to the survival and mobility of
African American blue-collar workers today. As Black Studies scholar Sundiata Cha-Jua
noted, this “New Nadir” in the social conditions of the majority of Black Americans is a
markedly different form of racial oppression characterized mainly by a net loss of public
resources and access to productive, working-class labor—work that offers upward mobility,
strong wages to offset or override the cost of living and inflation, the opportunity for home
ownership, and union protections from employer abuse and exploitation (Cha-Jua 2010).
More clearly, the reorganization of work around unskilled, unstable, and unlivable condi-
tions and compensation accelerates the NewNadir characterized by the political subjugation
and economic marginalization of Black workers, the acceleration of class stratification and
warfare, the “New Disenfranchisement,” the mass incarceration of the Black poor, and a
resurgence in anti-Black state terrorism and private violence. Thus, this paper accentuates
that the labor position of the Black majority remains the defining structural feature of the
African American working-class sociohistorical experience.

The Concept of Subproletarianization

Much of the scholarship on African American workers does not conceptualize them as a
proletariat. In fact, as historian Joe W. Trotter, Jr. noted in his 2007 seminal work, Black
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Milwaukee, most scholars frame Black working class people centrally through a lens of
hostile racial contacts, housing segregation, and most egregiously, victimization—
depicting Black urbanites as defenseless cannon fodder without agency to fight racial
oppression. However, Trotter’s pathbreaking study interpreted the struggles of Black
industrial workers in post-WWI Milwaukee, Wisconsin through questions of class rela-
tions and political economy, thus highlighting the interracial and intraracial dynamism
in the Black struggle against racial oppression (Trotter 2007). Even more important than
that, Trotter demonstrated that the most appropriate model to evaluate the African
American sociohistorical experience is through their proletarianization—their central
position in the exploitation capitalist structure of domination and accumulation.

Trotter’s proletarianization thesis promotes three significant spatial and temporal
arguments that are insightful for examining the sociohistorical context of the Black
working class today. First, in challenging the ghetto synthesis model that portrayed
housing segregation as the primary feature of anti-Black racism in the U.S., Trotter
posited that Blacks became urban dwellers in the early twentieth century primarily
as workers. More clearly, Trotter notes that “the proletarianization of Milwaukee
Blacks entailed complex interactions of racial and class consciousness and behavior.”
Trotter noted how the problems of racial oppression in urban spaces led Blacks to
“express their class interests in explicitly racial terms.” Ghettoization served as a polit-
ical solution for the ruling class to the “problem” of the growing Black working classes
in urban spaces (Trotter 2007). Therefore, ghetto synthesis must serve as a complemen-
tary model while proletarianization be the lead interpretation of Black urban life in the
United States.

Second, Trotter demonstrated that proletarianization resulted in a monumental shift
in the political economy of Black workers. Despite capitalists and labor leadership
tossing many Black urbanites at the bottom of the industrial occupational ladder
(tasks that many whites refused to perform at the time), the move from Southern share-
cropper and domestic and non-industrial common laborers to factory workers repre-
sented advancement in the social conditions of African Americans. Because the
economic floor was so low, any form of industrial work with steady wages (albeit
low) created the conditions for an industrial Black proletariat(Trotter 2007).

Third, Trotter documented how Black urbanites were not passive victims who
were manipulated by all-powerful white supremacists into apartheid conditions;
rather, resistance was a crucial characteristic of proletarianization. Political subju-
gation, economic exploitation, and social humiliation across all institutional
sectors created the conditions for developing a racial class consciousness within
the Black working class. Black workers marshaled community resources, higher
wages, and social institutions to foster a collective racial class consciousness. In
other words, Trotter highlighted the heterogeneity in African American urban
centers like Milwaukee, where the interests, culture, and power of the Black
petty bourgeoisie often clashed with the expanding Black working classes. In
fact, as Trotter concluded, “patterns of inter- and intra-racial relations, politics,
institutional life, and housing would also reflect the dynamics of proletarianization
(Trotter 2007).
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The proletarianization model allows us to further complicate the analysis of a
segment of laborers within the Black working class who hold the lowest quality and
most unstable labor available—the subproletariat. Unfortunately, although Marx and
Engels make note of the subproletariat in their discussion of the reserve army of
labor, they did not give it a fully realized discussion (Marx and Engels, 1906). With
the steady increase in underemployment over the last three decades, the subproletariat
is severely undertheorized, both historically and contemporarily. Given this lack of the-
orization, Trotter’s proletarianization framework can be a useful starting point to
understanding how the combination of the political economy and racial oppression
reshape the social conditions for Black workers who are entrenched in jobs that
reduce their capacity for control over their public resources, building social institutions,
and most importantly, survival. With only Sundiata Cha-Jua and Augustus Wood
being the only two scholars of African American urban history to expand the proletar-
ianization thesis after Trotter, much of the scholarship today misses a critical opportu-
nity to best conceptualize the sociohistorical crisis of the Black majority in the political
economy. I argue that we must reintroduce and refocus our studies on Trotter’s prole-
tarianization model and this article seeks to lay that foundation.

An ever-increasing subsection of the Black proletariat is the subproletariat, or
“sub-working-class.” Sociologist Martin Oppenheimer provided the most succinct
conceptualization of the subproletariat in his article, “The Subproletariat: Dark Skins
and Dirty Work.” If we apply Oppenheimer’s theory to the sociohistorical position
of Black workers in the United States, we can more robustly understand the crisis in
Black labor today. Oppenheimer assigned five general characteristics to describe sub-
proletarian labor. First, the work requires little to no productive skill. In meatpacking
houses, for example, only whites (with few exceptions) were allowed to butcher meat,
a skilled task. Blacks, on the other hand, were only allowed to perform unskilled labor:
they unloaded trucks and warehouses, slaughtered animals, transported intestines, and
cleaned the shop floors (Oppenheimer 1974). Also, as deindustrialization devastated
Black working-class urbanites, the unemployment rate for unskilled Black workers
soared because of technological innovations, replacement by skilled workers, and
trade policies that have increased the importation of goods from non-American sweat-
shop labor. In fact, by the late 1990s, African American males comprised 46 percent of
the unskilled U.S. workforce while only being less than 10 percent of the entire pop-
ulation. Subsequently, this marginalization from the U.S. economy resulted in Blacks
juggling multiple minimum wage jobs that require little to no skill and therefore are
often excluded from union organizing.

Second, subproletarian work is often physically demanding, exhausting, uncomfort-
able to perform or “regarded by that particular society at that particular moment as the
least desirable, the ‘dirtiest’ (Oppenheimer 1974).” In the past, a non-unionized domes-
tic worker represented a “dirty worker,” because of pitiful wages and the unstable
nature of employment. Therefore, most of the dominant group (whites) deemed it
“below” them. Today, the dominant population, through media propaganda and bour-
geois culture, designates fast food workers as dirty workers in the United States
because, as Oppenheimer noted, “highly developed capitalist societies need a mass
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of outcasts that can be burdened with the kind of work the rest of the population con-
siders too degrading to be acceptable (Oppenheimer 1974).”

This is never more apparent than the smear campaign waged by the ruling class
against the Fight for $15 Movement in the mid-2010s. Corporations and politicians
cast fast food workers as the dregs of American society by propagandizing them as
“lazy,” “unworthy of a living wage,” “uneducated,” and “a drain on American citizens’
tax dollars.”Unfortunately, some labor union bureaucrats took the bait and either refused
to organize fast food workers or actively engaged in denigrating or pathologizing their
perceived “weakness” or “backwardness” in American society. Staffers for the Service
Employees International Union—who financially backed the Fight for $15 from the very
beginning—expressed discontent in the lack of vision or clarity in the action dating back
as early as 2013. In fact, some anonymous staffers noted that “retreat is very possible,”
which jeopardized local organizers and fast-food rank-in-file workers (Gupta 2013).

With little organized labor support and indifference, fast food workers at the ground
level lack the resources to form a union and therefore face diminishing labor and social
conditions. As mentioned earlier, many workers fought for and won higher minimum
wages in 2021; however, their lack of unionization means that they have no protection
from changes in the political economy—like the current inflation crisis—that undercut
their gains. Thus, non-unionized Black fast-food workers face a steep struggle to main-
tain the basic material necessities for survival today. As Hal Baron noted, “a good rule
of thumb is that the lower the pay or the more disagreeable and dirtier the job, the
greater the chance of finding a high proportion of Blacks (Baron 1971).”

Third, subproletarian wages are likely too low to offset rising costs of living and/or
inflation. This produces two consequences. First, unions typically do not organize the
Black subproletariat because their meager wages cannot match union rates. Also,
unions fail to take serious actions on fighting racial and sexist oppression in society
as well as in their own organizations. More clearly, unions have historically neglected
racial and gender discrimination issues in favor of a class reductionist perspective (Hill
1961; Hill 1988; Jacobson 1968; Norell 1986). Therefore, these low-wage workers
have little to no protection from employer abuse.

The second consequence of pitiful wages in subproletarian labor is that they
increase fluctuation in the reserve army of labor and the lumpenproletariat.
Undocumented workers, formerly incarcerated individuals, discouraged workers,
and some members of the lumpenproletariat may enter the subproletariat because it
is typically their only entry into the labor market. Subproletarian occupations todays
include bartenders, waiters/waitresses, healthcare service workers, seasonal retail
store clerks, janitors, hotel/motel maintenance staff, sporting arena workers, baristas,
independent contractors such as professional wrestlers and gig economy drivers,
domestic workers, and warehouse employees (Oppenheimer 1974). Many lumpenpro-
letariat must choose whether to abandon the underground economy altogether or strad-
dle the fence by holding a subproletarian job while working in the underground
economy. Much of this struggle relies on the wages in subproletarian labor. As a
result, people move in and out the reserve army of labor—meant to the fulfill shortages
and take laid off workers during economic downturns and upswings—frequently.
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The temp work industry also serves as a hub for individuals to move in and out of
the reserve army of labor. Many corporations reduce their labor costs and accrue
surplus profits by demanding a growing supply side of cheap, temporary workers.
Although the estimates range widely from 3 to 12 million people, the volatile turnover
rate and weak bookkeeping for temp labor make it difficult to approximate the number
of workers employed on any given day. However, wages for temp workers typically
run 22–25 percent lower compared to other private sector wages and are complemented
with dangerous working conditions. Currently in the manufacturing and warehouse
sector, temp work accounts for nearly 50 percent of labor performed. While Big
Box retailers like Target and Wal-Mart contract their warehouses out to temp agencies,
private steel, oil, and auto also hire temp workers at an expediated pace for a quarter of
the wages as more higher wage union members retire out of the plant (Turner 2016). As
a result, companies erode bargaining units over time, union contracts regress, and more
workers take positions with significant decreased value in their work conditions and
compensation over time. Thus, it is safe to posit that capitalists wield the increase in
subproletarian labor, especially temp work as a weapon against labor organizing.

With the combination of the COVID-19 pandemic, the trade war, overproduction
and underconsumption, and weak labor law, rising underemployment has given
way to a steadily increasing lumpenproletariat in the U.S. (Marx 1990; Marx 1978;
Marx 1976). More clearly, class struggle plays the largest influence in the prevalence
of illegal capitalism—specifically theft and the drug trade. For example, motor vehicle
theft, which is one of the most lucrative trades in the underground economy and dis-
proportionately affects low-income Black people, skyrocketed 11.8 percent during the
COVID-19 pandemic despite an overall decrease in property related theft (Carscoops
2021). This is mainly because automobile chop shops—where individuals dismantle
stolen vehicles and resell the parts at inflated prices—are low risk and high reward.
An individual could chop an older car worth $3000 and flip it for $6000 in less
than 24 h and only worry about a nonviolent offense charge—a slap on the wrist.

Selling individual cigarettes, or loosies, is another growing business in the under-
ground economy that is low-risk, high reward for workers struggling under subprole-
tarian labor. As with vehicle theft chop shops, selling loosies disproportionately occurs
in low-income Black neighborhoods where underemployment is prevalent. When
tobacco sales jumped in the 2010s to as high as $13.50 for a pack of 20 cigarettes,
loosies for as low as seventy-five cents per cigarette offer significant profit for
sellers. Granted, the Food and Drug Administration’s reasons for banning the sale of
loosies while allowing full packs to be sold is questionable (although the FDA
claims that they banned the sale of loosies because it encourages younger people to
start smoking—cheaper price equals easier access and appeal—studies show that
loosie cigarettes have been linked to decreased smoking rates overall because people
who smoke loosies only have one cigarette at a time; this is a strategy that many
smoking addicts use to quit smoking entirely), but individuals can sell at any point
of the day while keeping their regular job (El Hilali 2017; von Lame, Kurti,
Johnson 2018). In certain instances, lumpenproletarian labor provides necessary sup-
plemental income for workers struggling under subproletarian jobs.
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Oppenheimer’s fourth characteristic of the subproletariat is that they are typically
created, maintained, and manipulated via the mode of the political economy.
Because these workers act as a reserve army of labor during labor surpluses, as
history demonstrates, they sometimes replace unionized or stable blue-collar labor
(Oppenheimer 1974). For instance, the 2008 Great Recession expedited the elimination
of productive, working-class labor as a dominant sector of the U.S. economy. Since
then, over 90 percent of jobs created can be categorized as unstable, temporary, low
wage, non-unionized service sector jobs. Another example is a unionized, autoworker
plant in the north that moves its location to the non-union, poverty-stricken, rural South
where residents seeking any employment welcome any wage scale at the expense of
adequate safety protocols, benefits and pension, job security, lack of political clout
for complaints and intensive physical labor.

Fifth, subproletarian workers tend to be dark-skinned. This framework is applicable
across space since in Europe, the Americas, Africa, or the Pacific, the workers with the
lowest incomes and less skills tend to be Black or Brown. More clearly, as
Oppenheimer posited, racial oppression is superimposed on the construction of the
political economy of labor (Oppenheimer 1974). Historically, the labor typically per-
formed predominantly by Black workers in the U.S. can be classified as subproletarian
work. Following slavery, Jim Crow sharecropping provided the most astute example of
“dirty work.” Black tobacco workers took home between four and ten dollars less per
week than white workers. When Blacks migrated to urban cities during and after the
first World War, they typically held the most labor-intensive (and often hottest) sec-
tions in food processing, tobacco, textile, iron, glass, paper, and steel factories. As
Trotter noted, “African Americans…worked in the most difficult, dangerous, dirty,
low-paying categories of industrial work…their jobs entailed disproportionate expo-
sure to debilitating heat, deadly fumes, disabling injuries, and even death.” One
Black steelworker summed up the subproletarianization of Black labor during the
industrial capital era: “African American men were limited, they only did the dirty
work…jobs that even Poles didn’t want.” Glass factories in Philadelphia allegedly
only hired Black women because they could “stand the heat without suffering”
while broken glass bits flew around the space Trotter 2000; Trotter 2007).

Recent scholarship has allowed us to further complicate the dynamics of race, class,
labor, and gender within our conceptualization of the Black subproletariat. Historian
Earl Lewis noted how the service and transportation sectors imposed similar barriers
to Black working-class labor as manufacturing. In 2014 in Baltimore, Maryland, the
mostly Black concession work force at Thurgood Marshall International Airport
were concentrated in the lowest-paying and lowest-status jobs, earning as little as
$8.50 an hour. In a survey from UNITE HERE, Black workers were over six times
more likely to work in fast food jobs and over three times more likely to work as dish-
washers, food preps, and cooks in restaurants than their white counterparts (Lewis
1993).

Lewis also assessed Black working-class tactics in resisting racial oppression in
labor. His concept of “congregation,”—where Black workers marshaled resources in
segregated spaces to launch social movements for autonomy—mirrors the social
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movement framework of sociologist Aldon Morris, who studied the Black working
classes in Civil Rights Era Montgomery. Both scholars demonstrate that when faced
with a lack of resources and poor access to viable labor and wages, Black working-
class people pooled social capital and protest materials at work and home and built
kinship networks that reinforced their social movements (Morris 1986). It is no surprise
that based on the University of California at Berkeley’s Labor Center, nationwide
airport workers’wages have declined over the past decade in correlation with relentless
deregulation and mass outsourcing in the airline industry—a byproduct of neoliberal-
ization. In response, Black airport workers, the lowest paid and relegated to the dirtiest
work like baggage handling, have been organizing for union contracts. Black and
Brown airport workers at New York’s La Guardia, JFK, and Newark airports voted
to unionize while Chicago O’Hare and Midway low wage Black workers who
perform tasks such as cabin cleaning and wheelchair attendance, have been organizing
with SEIU despite hostile anti-union practices (The Nation, 2014).

Once we apply the internal-neo-colonial model to the sociohistorical experience of
African Americans, the contradictions of subproletarianization magnify. After working
class labor rebellions and nationalist social movements in the 1960s and 1970s threat-
ened capital’s domination over labor, the ruling class constructed a new professional
class of administrative, indirect rulers to function as supervisory broker chiefs and
shift the mode of production from industrial to service sector (Allen 1969; Reed
1999; Johnson 2007). As a result, extractive, labor-intensive work expanded while
the conditions of work for the masses did not improve. Like in the COVID-19 pan-
demic, low interest rates and concessions on investment expenditures (like low
taxes) encouraged the import of capital-intensive investment, as did the private
demand of local elites and the needs of international investors.

Subproletarianization derives from this structure. Local skilled and trained labor
was low, so technology reduced the demand for skilled labor and increased surplus
profits. As Oppenheimer noted, “the urban poor throughout the capitalist world are
likely to find themselves the more or less permanent objects of technological and socio-
political forces over which they have no control as the result of the twin forces of labor
—displacing technology coinciding with the late entrance of Blacks and Latin
American Indians into…urban life.” Oppenheimer concluded, “Black slaves become
sharecroppers and sharecroppers become unskilled laborers and urban service
workers…without changing their bottom-dog status, because upward mobility is
blocked by the nature of modern technology (Oppenheimer 1974).”

This highlights thedialectic of subproletarianizationunder an internal neo-colony like the
United States. Lower income and less-skilled workers across the U.S. tend to be Black.
Additionally, ethnicgroups likeBlackAmericans tend to live inpredominantlyhomogenous
spatial relationships, largely the result of apartheid policies and practices in housing at the
federal, state, and local level. This racial formation creates two important features in the sub-
proletariat. First, it results in a nationalist sentiment among the group. This informs individ-
uals’ capacity to organize collective social movements against oppression because they
develop kinship bonds over shared values, cultures, ideas and struggles. Second, this
racial formation creates an ethnic differentiation that allows the dominate group (white
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bourgeoisie and petty bourgeoisie) to identify and propagandizeBlacks as the “appropriate”
subproletariat in the U.S. Particularly in a shift to a low wage, unskilled service sector
economy, there is a higher demand for a subproletariat in the U.S. more than ever.
Because of the historical colonial domination of Blacks, a significant portion of them con-
tinue to serve as a reserve army of labor, moving in and out of the proletariat. More
clearly, the dialectical nature of subproletarianization created two opposing microstruc-
tures—one white and technologically advanced and one darker and unskilled
(Oppenheimer 1974).

The Crisis of Black Labor

Although she holds a bachelor’s degree and an electrician apprenticeship license for a
union job, Jasmine Yates, an African American mother in Houston, Texas, struggled to
find work outside of low wage, dirty work during the first year of the COVID-19 pan-
demic. After applying for a position outside of her specialty that advertised a pay range
between $10 and $16 an hour, the company informed Yates after choosing to hire her
that they would only pay her $9 an hour. Yates pointed out how the lack of resources
and training restricted a significant portion of livable wage labor from her and others in
disparate Black working-class spaces. “Most places don’t want to hire unless you
already have experience,” Yates stated. “Someone needs to take the risk and hire
someone with no experience and none of them want to do that (Long and Van Dam
2021).” Yates’ situation demonstrates how companies attempt to justify paying
Black workers a lower wage than average and positions them at the bottom of the occu-
pational ladder.

The disparate material conditions of Black working-class people highlight the
ever-increasing strain on their struggles in day-to-day survival. While 42 percent
of U.S. workers currently make less than $15 an hour, more than half of Black
workers, who make up only 12 percent of the labor force, make less than $15 an
hour (less than $30,000 a year before taxes). On average, Black men and Black
women make $0.71 and $0.63, respectively, for every dollar paid to white men.
Cashiers, retail workers, food prep, and food service workers contain the greatest con-
centration of workers below $15. Accordingly, these jobs, or six out of ten of the
largest occupations with median wages less than $15, rank among the jobs with
the largest growth potential in the labor market over the next ten years (Tung,
Lathrop and Sonn 2015)!

To make matters more dire, inflation threatens to destroy the largest wage increases
for rank-and-file workers in over forty years. The Consumer Price Index climbed to its
highest level in 40 years at the middle of 2022. Through July, prices on food, housing,
gas, automobiles, and other common household goods popped a whopping 9.3 percent and
over 10 percent in the U.K.), a measure last reached in the U.S. economy in 1982 (Smialek
and Swanson, 2022). This wiped out the 5.1 percent gain in wages for workers in 2021 and
continues to strain working class families (Rosenberg 2021). Combined with racial dis-
crimination, the old adage that “when America gets a cold, Black people get pneumonia”
has never been truer than during this economic downturn.
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The hospitality sector represented the largest expansion of subproletarian labor
during the COVID crisis. In fact, between February 2020 and April 2021, food services
and drinking places lost a whopping 11 percent of its workforce and replaced it with
temporary teenage labor. Meanwhile, construction only increased by 1 percent
during that same time frame—which points to weak growth in a lucrative labor
sector for working class individuals. One area of job growth in a sector paying rela-
tively well for service work has been the building material and garden supply stores,
which increased 13%. The average hourly rate for building materials is $17.48 com-
pared to an average of $12.29 for food services and bars. The former also provides
much more stable work hours, benefits, and job security.

Perhaps no sector of job growth has been more significant than warehouse and
logistics, where job listings are up 278% compared with before the pandemic (Shen
2021). Black workers constitute a large portion of temporary/gig and warehouse
labor—another growing sector of the subproletariat. In Illinois for instance, where non-
whites make up only 35 percent of the workforce in the state, Black and Brown people
account for over 83 percent of the temporary/gig workforce. According to Dave
DeSario and Jannelle White, blue-collar gig workers are 3.43 times more likely to
be African American and 2.05 times likely to be Latinx (DeSario and White 2020;
Sandronsky 2020).

The subproletarian job market pushes many Black workers—particularly women—
out of the labor force altogether. Labor force participation for Black women plunged
during the pandemic to a thirty year low of 59.5 percent, meaning that nearly half of
Black women in the United States are not employed nor actively seeking work in
the labor market (Rattner and Franck 2021). Typically, Black women have held
higher labor force participation rates than Black men; however, the lackluster federal
response to the COVID-19 pandemic further destabilized working class homes. As
the federal government initiated a de facto herd immunity protocol, the uncontained
virus closed schools, daycare centers, and recreational spaces. This restricted many
working-class mothers from employment outside the home, as they had to provide
childcare for their families. According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, both Black
men and women are twice as likely as their white peers to report that they are
unable to reenter the labor force because of childcare or other family issues.
Combined with entrenched racial discrimination, Black working-class women that
left the labor force do not have a lucrative job market with stability, livable wages,
and benefits waiting to attract them back (Long and Van Dam 2021).

Access to technology and training has also restricted Black working-class people to
subproletarian work during COVID-19. As blue-collar labor shut down (with many of
those jobs to never return) and professional and managerial class labor moved mainly
to working from home in 2020, a significant portion of Black working-class people
have been unable to take advantage of this option because of a lack of access to com-
puters or the internet. PEW Research Center reported in 2020 that 34 percent of Black
adults do not have consistent internet access while 30.6 percent of Black households
with one or more children aged 17 or younger lack home internet service. Also, 23
percent of Black people are “smartphone only” internet users, but data caps and
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restrictive storage space pose limitations to homework, job applications, or paid labor.
Lastly, nearly 50 percent of employers eliminate Black job seekers from contention
based solely on predetermined algorithms in resume screening software. The algo-
rithms typically disqualify applicants who have a six-month gap in employment
history, conviction for a felony, or missing key words in the applications. This tactic
of racial oppression designates many Black job seekers as “hidden workers”—those
who are qualified with skills for labor but are screened out for various reasons
(Long and Van Dam 2021).

A closer look at local spaces reveals the severity of this political economic shift
toward low wage service sector labor and the bleak outlook for Black workers in the
United States. In New York, nearly 40 percent of Blacks with college degrees currently
occupy low-wage service sector labor, compared to less than 17 percent of white and
Asian New Yorkers. A vast majority of the jobs created during the pandemic in the
state are in leisure and hospitality, while education, government services and health
services—sectors where Blacks are historically overrepresented—all lost thousands
of jobs. Pennsylvania fared much worse. The Economic Policy Institute reported
that close to twenty percent of Black Pennsylvanians were unemployed as 2020
ended. In the Inland Empire—the metropolitan region in Southern California—
Black workers make up 7.5 percent of the population, but they lost 7.1 percent of
jobs in the last year—a slightly smaller percentage than their share of the workforce.
Retail, one of the last bastions of livable wage service sector labor since the Great
Recession, shed 1,773 Black jobs while manufacturing lost 713 positions (David
2021; Treschan and Mehrotra 2021; Benshoff 2021; Husing 2020). Most of these posi-
tions are not expected to return.

The subproletarianization of labor redistributes wealth disproportionately to the
owners and upper management of capital. Between March 2020 and July 2021, mil-
lionaire executives’ salaries rose 29 percent compared to a 2 percent decrease in pay
for their workers. Pay packages for U.S. CEOs soared over the pandemic with owners
such as Chad Richison, CEO of software company Paycom, collecting over $211
million in salary and share options and Amir Dan Rubin, CEO of 1Life Healthcare,
awarded $199 million as his health clinics in California overflowed with COVID-19
patients. In fact, companies listed on the S&P 500 index, which includes many of the
largest U.S. corporations, median chief executive pay reached $13.3 million in 2020, an
all-time-record and the eleventh straight annual increase. Much of these funds resulted
from corporate revenues after companies collected multi-billion-dollar government
bailout funds while furloughing or firing tens of thousands of workers. Additionally,
James Murren, chairman and CEO of MGM Resorts, received an exit compensation
package of #32 million in 2020, making him the fourteenth highest paid executive that
year, despite a company loss of $1 billion. Chris Nassetta, head of the Hilton hotel
chain, was awarded $55.9 million, the fifth highest paid executive after losing close to
$720 million last year. Although Boeing reported a loss of $12 billion in 2020,
President and CEO David Calhoun received over $21 million. (Burrows 2021). In other
words, it is clear a definitive correlation exists between the increasing “dirtying” of
work and soaring surplus profits for a small percentage of the capitalist class.
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In dialectical fashion, workers’ real wages declined every month since the pan-
demic began, eroded by significant month-over-month increases in overall con-
sumer prices. For S&P 500 companies, median employee pay fell 17 percent.
Thus, the CEO to employee pay ratio went from 182 to 1 to 227 to 1. The Bureau
of Labor Statistics reported that average hourly earnings rose from $29.74 to
$30.33 from May 2020 to May 2021, a 2 percent increase. However, with a
year-to-year inflation rate of over 7 percent, workers’ real wages declined by
more than 5 percent within the past year. Additionally, the American Association
of Retired Persons reported that prescription drug prices increased at twice the
U.S. inflation rate in 2020 (Masters 2021; Purvis and Schondelmeyer 2021; Rathi
2021).

Hal Baron and the Super-Exploitation of Black Workers

A designation of the expanding Black subproletariat as a “super-exploited” group posi-
tions them as a qualitatively different group than the general working-class population
of the United States. From a historical and contemporary perspective, Black workers
have been and continue to be treated and exploited as a distinct, colonized group.
Particularly in urban labor markets, there tends to exist two separate, yet sometimes
overlapping and fluid, labor forces: a white labor force which, for the most part,
uses technology and contains a large number of semiskilled and highly skilled
workers to fulfill non-productive financial or information labor; and a Black labor
force that consists mainly of unskilled workers employed in marginal jobs that are
either non-union, lacking in protections and growth, or located in declining sectors.
Hal Baron conceptualized the Black labor force as an “urban peasantry” that is com-
parable in specific characteristics to subsistence labor in underdeveloped nations.
This forms the basis for Baron’s super-exploitation thesis (Baron and Hymer 1968).

Baron’s central question on race and the political economy informed his develop-
ment as a scholar-activist. As a doctorate student at the University of Chicago in the
1950s, Baron investigated the city’s urban racial apartheid and outlined strategies
toward socialist grassroots movements. Concurrently, he led the Labor Youth
League, the student offshoot of the American Communist Party. He quickly split
from the League, however, because of their negligence to the racial question in capi-
talist exploitation. Toward the end of the 1950s, Baron worked for the Chicago Urban
League where he quickly rose to their Research Director. In this role, he conducted
hundreds of workshops on fighting school segregation, advised Martin Luther King
Jr. and the Southern Christian Leadership Conference on strategy and tactics, and pub-
lished theoretical works analyzing racial oppression in Chicago’s labor market, school
system, business sector, and public housing (Planey 2021).

Through his analysis of the Chicago labor market, Baron identified a racially
oppressive structure that disproportionately subjugated Black workers in three
ways. First, the federal government neglected the real problem of unemployment
and underemployment of Black workers. Baron argued that the federal government’s
labor market concept of jobs limits their understanding of the social costs of racial
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oppression in hiring. The labor department excluded “discouraged workers”—those
who left the labor market because they could not find viable work—many of whom
did so because of extended periods of underemployment and unemployment. For
many Black workers, this occurred because of entrenched discrimination. Because
labor force participation rates are sensitive to the relative demand for labor, several
years of high unemployment will drive people into subproletariat labor or out of
the labor market altogether—where they may become lumpenproletariat (Baron
and Hymer 1968; Marx 1990; Marx, 1978; Marx 1976). Additionally, neglecting dis-
couraged workers and the labor force participation rate allows the Black labor market
to remain volatile and resource strapped, resulting in further destruction of the
quality-of-life indicators in Black communities, including home ownership, strong,
financially supported public schools, productive, unionized career labor, accessible
and affordable public transportation, and neighborhood grocery markets.

The discouraged worker rate effectively discredits the unemployment rate and offers
a more genuine glimpse into the historical and contemporary racial disparities in labor
force participation. Historically, Black men hold a lower labor participation rate than
white males. In the late 1960s, the rate for Black men to white men was 77 percent
to 84 percent, respectively. However, by 2020, the rate for Black men plummeted to
59.7 percent, dipping below 60 percent for the first time since 1974. Baron noted
the growth of discouraged Black workers in the 1960s; however, we can also trace
how this continued into the twenty first century. The pressures from the Black
Freedom Movement—including rising Black unionization, strikes, and protest
actions—kept the Black labor force participation rates in the late 60 s and 70th percen-
tile rate in the 1960s and 1970s. Those pressures eased with the combination of the
decline of the Black Power Movement, the rise in Black local elected officials, and
the recessions of the late 1970s and early 1980s. For Black women, however, their
labor force participation rate rose over the decades and typically remained equal to
or higher than white women. As marital status declined over the decades, the increasing
portion of Black women who are not married typically work more or look for work
more because they are the only source of income on the household (Jones 1985;
Gordon 1971).

The COVID-19 pandemic further exposes the disparate state of Black discouraged
workers. Between April and October 2020, the Black labor force participation rate—
which provides the most accurate depiction of the U.S. labor market, dropped from
60.4 percent to 59.7 percent, dipping below 60 percent for the first time since 1974.
More clearly, over forty percent of African Americans in the United States during
the COVID pandemic were either unemployed and looking for work or “discouraged,”
meaning they stopped looking for work and left the labor force altogether. In compar-
ison, the white labor force participation rate dropped less than a percentage point, from
61.8 percent to 61.6 percent (Ho 2020).

The second way in which Hal Baron conceptualized the super-exploitation of Black
workers was through the dual market structure theory. Baron noted that under a racially
domination structure that resembled a colonial system, a racially divided labor market
in Chicago restricted Black workers and white workers to mostly separate, specifically
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designated and restrictive deployment. Each sector has its own specific institutions,
recruitment tools and tactics, trainings, and allocation of jobs and workers. In fact,
Baron posited, there are separate supply and demand forces for each market that some-
times shift the allocation of jobs to workers and vice versa. If institutions hire from both
markets, Baron argued, Black workers are typically placed in lower job classifications
and production units. Since Black workers serve as a reserve army of labor, jobs are
sometimes transferred from the white sector to the Black sector. Within industries
and government employment, there are occupational ceilings where all but a select
few Blacks are shut out completely. Corporations are more than aware of these divi-
sions and have clearly distinct impressions regarding each sector when they recruit
labor. As mentioned earlier, Black labor is most often used as a reserve army of
surplus labor to fill shortages of white labor during turbulent economic periods. This
means that Black workers frozen in jobs identified as “Black” jobs—because of
their low pay, non-union status, and reputation amongst the dominant racial class as
“beneath them”—are sometimes elevated into “white” jobs, when necessary, then dis-
carded back into subproletarian labor when conditions change (Jacobson 1968).

A consequence of a segregated labor market is that Black and white working-class
job seekers have developed separate job seeking patterns. Sociologists David
S. Pedulla and Devah Pager noted recent job market racial stratification that demon-
strates the continuation of oppression for historically marginalized groups like Black
workers. Pedulla and Pager show that since roughly half of all jobs found are
through the network-based job search method—informal searching through family,
friends, or acquaintances regarding job leads—such networks are central to job
seekers being placed in line for potential hiring because they offer key resources and
signal a workers’ quality to employers. Data shows that Black working class job
seekers often lack network placement—informal networks within the formal labor
market and the benefits accrued from such contacts—in relation to white counterparts.
Pedulla and Pager conclude that if Black job seekers have network placement, it is
often clustered in less desirable work. Therefore, when Black workers apply for jobs
outside of low-wage, unskilled, “dirty” labor, they will more than likely not have
any informal contacts with an individual employed at the company (Pedulla and
Pager 2019. Combined with notions of racial discrimination, this dissuades African
American working class people from seeking out specific jobs in more professional
fields; instead, they move toward targeted, propagandized job searches, including gov-
ernment clerical work, home health aides, nursing, warehouse work, and fast food. In
other words, livable wage blue collar and white-collar labor does not target Black job
seekers.

Pedulla and Pager also cite network mobilization as a factor in racial stratification in
job searching. In a study performed by sociologist Deirdre Royster, a group of Black
and white students had equal access to the same teachers with the same informal net-
works. However, the teachers selectively mobilized their informal networks in strategic
ways that yielded real benefits only for the white students (Royster 2003). Thus, data
suggests that Black and white job seekers access their informal social networks for
potential jobs at relatively equal rates, but Blacks’ networks typically reside in
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“dirtier” work while whites’ networks extend from the blue-collar working class to
the ruling class management arena. Pedulla and Pager also show that Blacks are
also aware of racial discrimination in hiring and often seek out jobs targeted to
their communities. In fact, the authors conclude that Black job seekers “are less
likely than white job seekers to know someone at companies to which they are sub-
mitting applications, and have their network mobilize key resources on their behalf,
specifically contact an employer on their behalf (Pedulla and Pager 2019).” In dia-
lectical fashion, the dual market structure and the racial difference in targeting jobs
inform one another to make a case for the super-exploitation of Black working-
class people.

Pedulla and Pager’s findings reinforce Baron’s dual market structure for today’s
social crisis. Black job seekers expect automatic rejection outside of their own labor
market and therefore rarely seek out jobs in the white labor market. Combined with
relatively segregated informal social networks, companies typically recruit from the
same racial groups repeatedly as their current employee base. This phenomenon also
occurs with college education. With college education increasingly becoming required
for a living wage job—as finance and technological capital continue to replace the
industrial sector living wage labor— African American working-class people often
do not seek out college primarily because its historically contingent costs. More
clearly, Black working-class people tend to struggle with generational poverty—exac-
erbated by economic cataclysms like the 1980s Reagonomics era of neoliberalization
and the 2008 Great Recession Era of predatory loans—which force them to forgo
college education and restricts them to work increasingly identified as dirty
(Cha-Jua 2010).

For the dual market structure to operate under an internal neocolonial system—the
current system of domination over the vast majority of U.S. Blacks—the capitalist class
must accumulate a limited number of members from the dominated group for admin-
istrative positions. These positions assure that members from the dominated group
align their interests with the capitalist class in enforcing indirect colonial rule over
their own people. With this in mind, we must examine how Baron categorized
Black labor into three groups. First, there is the Black service sector. These are
Blacks who are self-employed or employed by companies which primarily service
the Black community. Professional examples include legal aid neighborhood services
or community medical clinics; subproletariat examples include retail spaces that
provide seasonal jobs and meager income to workers. The size of the service sector
is always relative to Black expenditures in the community. In other words, the employ-
ees are typically laid off or hired based on how much money the members of the com-
munity spend into the business (Baron 1971). This is an ever-increasing model in rural
suburban neighborhoods where many urban Blacks who lived in central cities fled to
after being dispossessed by gentrification and urban “revitalization” over the last three
decades. Meager retail and hospitality jobs with pitiful wages and conditions dominate
the labor opportunities for Black people in these metropolitan neighborhoods where
quality of life resources like public hospitals, grocery stores, recreational centers,
and livable wage labor are largely absent.
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Next, there is the standard sector of Black labor. Here, Blacks work in institutions
that supply goods and services to the global economy. Jobs are typically with large
employers like industrial factories, engaged in monopolistic competition. Black
workers are typically segregated within the company by job type or production unit.
The sector shrinks or grows depending on the extent to which past or present labor
shortages have opened access to Black workers where whites typically worked
(Baron 1971). Examples in this sector include union jobs, particularly manufacturing
and dock work.

The third group, the surplus sector, can also be deemed the reserve of army of labor
and consists of traditional Black jobs as well as the unemployed actively seeking work
in the labor force and the individuals who have left the labor force altogether. These
positions are typically at the bottom rung of the occupational ladder, low paid, lack
union-protection, and unsafe and dirty. As white labor advances the occupational
ladder, Black workers typically take their place in these jobs and have created a percep-
tion of Black exclusivity in these jobs regardless of employment conditions elsewhere
in the economy. For example, it is a well-known Black community “staple” that “there
is always work at the post office, government services, or nursing services. (Baron
1971).”

Black workers in the surplus sector maintain characteristics of what Baron would
deem the “super-exploited.” All workers in this sector are dependent on some form
of government assistance, mutual aid, or kinship relationship for their income.
Typically, their pay is so poor that it does not cover the necessary bills and many indi-
viduals must rank each bill’s importance to determine what will be paid immediately
and paid upon receiving the next paycheck. Additionally, the work is relatively unsta-
ble. Blacks who participate in the labor force and are employed in subproletarian labor
often attempt to move in and out of the surplus labor pool, particularly during periods
of rapid economic growth and the demand for labor forces employers to ease discrim-
inatory barriers and shop for Black labor when needed. The lumpenproletariat, which is
also a segment of the surplus pool of labor, move in and out of the labor force as well
with some workers occupying both the subproletariat and the lumpenproletariat to sup-
plement their meager wages. This, combined with other factors, including growth of
the Black population, teenage labor, and the loss of retail and factory jobs, have led
to the Black surplus labor pool to grow gradually (Baron 1971).

Racial disparities in public assistance highlight another dual market that super
exploits Black workers. A study from the University of Houston’s Digital History
Project exposed three specific instances. The more well-known example occurred
during Roosevelt’s Second New Deal, which combined with the U.S. Lend Lease
Act prior to entering World War II put many people back to work. However, Blacks
were often shut out of newly created jobs because the federal government refused to
legislate against racial discrimination in hiring. When African Americans did get
hired, they were paid less to replace whites who left the “dirty” work advanced to
higher positions and pay. Additionally, the Social Security Act of 1935 excluded
domestic and agricultural workers, the largest labor sectors for Black people at the
time.
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Secondly, white World War II veterans optimized the GI Bill to create generational
home ownership for decades to come. Black veterans, however, were largely shut out
from the GI Bill and had little other option other than public housing. The third and
most succinct instance occurred during the development of the welfare program. As
Sundiata Keita Cha-Jua noted, whites received welfare at a far greater capacity than
Black, Brown, and Indigenous peoples for decades because of their sheer size.
Therefore, very little of the national discourse surrounding public assistance was neg-
ative. The shift occurred in the 1970s when Lyndon Johnson eased discrimination in
federal assistance programs for low-income African Americans to receive benefits
for the first time. Public perception of welfare benefits quickly turned negative and
Blacks—particularly women—were demonized for “stealing” American dollars from
“hard earning citizens who played by white middle class rules of bootstrap hard
work and the nuclear family.” President Ronald Reagan’s racist diatribe of the
“welfare queen” established this disparity into the dominant narrative on public assis-
tance (Cha-Jua 2010). Thus, white Americans have built decades of generational
wealth, power, and opportunities using government assistance while Blacks have
faced backlash based on race, class and gender stereotypes, cuts or reduced support,
and outright negligence.

The complexities of racial oppression throughout multiple levels of society strengthen
the disparities in the dual market. As Baron theorized, the racial discriminatory policies
and practices in other social institutions like housing, police, schooling, and social ser-
vices operate as support for the differentiation and discrimination in the labor market.
Barriers in these institutions undercut Black workers’ access and capacity for power
and growth in job opportunities. For example, financial institutions targeted Black
working-class people, particularly Black women with illegal predatory loans in the lead
up to the 2008 Great Recession. Individuals who could not afford the balloon mortgage
payments picked up two or three additional subproletarian jobs to make ends meet. Also,
the mass incarceration of predominantly Black men in the 1990s and 2000s drastically
reduced their capacity to secure resources for livable wage, skilled labor. Incarceration
typically results in restrictions from student financial aid for school, restriction from
housing aid, and other crucial resources that employers in skilled jobs desire from their
applicants. Combined with entrenched racial discrimination and the failure of labor
unions to appropriate serious funding, training, and organizing for Black potential
union workers, most formerly incarcerated Black men have nearly no chance in obtaining
labor outside of the subproletariat. Consequently, this strengthens the distinctions in the
dual market.

As a result, the political economy requires Black workers from the surplus labor pool
to function as substitute workers who fill the undesirable jobs that most of the established
working class shun. For historical reasons, they typically lack the political and social clout
to either defend or advance their interests, through individual or collective protest. When
obtaining resources to strengthen the use value of their neighborhood and social resources,
the dominant society, led by the capitalist class of both white and Black races, and
affirmed by the white working class, stigmatizes them as “undeserving,” “weak,” and
“a drain” on society. This further destabilizes their political position. Additionally, the
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petty bourgeoisie—junior partners of capital (elected officials, particularly African
American mayors and city councilpersons, administrators, intellectuals, and lawyers)—
frequently adopt pathological discourses against the Black working classes and work to
limit their access to better jobs, housing, and other quality of life indicators that would
build Black power and weaken racial oppression, i.e., the capitalist structure.

Conclusion

To understand how the super-exploitation of the black labor pool serves the political
economy, it is helpful to briefly examine the current conditions of late capitalism.
As monopoly racial capitalism deepened over the last thirty years, technology and
management expansion and innovation replaced blue collar, union labor as “capital-
saving.” Thus, economic surplus drives the motivation of capital instead of basic prin-
ciples of “supply and demand.” Both commercial and housing real estate corporations
build home, expensive apartment blocks, s and shopping centers in excess and over-
compensate propaganda campaigns to entice consumers to seize their overabundance.
The state, recognizing the problem, increases spending predominantly in military and
subsidies to the bourgeoisie—as tax cuts—and compartmentalizes enough of welfare
into bureaucratic management to make social movements against racial oppression
and poverty appear irrational. Inflation and skyrocketing costs of living reduce the
value of incomes (wage increases are never enough to overcome this imbalance).
This adds to the economic surplus problem by creating economic stagnation and wid-
ening class conflict to near unbearable levels.

More clearly, deepening inequality depletes local and state revenue to the point that
they develop dependent relationships with deregulated capital giants like Amazon, who
use their newfound power to exploit weakened infrastructures in towns, urban and rural
cities, and metropolitan regions. For example, Amazon’s recent expansion of ware-
house labor highlights how capital preys on cash-strapped locales in need of any
type of consistent labor. The company exploited Columbus, Ohio’s weak civic infra-
structure to leverage a fifteen-year tax break, 69 acres of free farmland, and guaranteed
non-unionized workforce to operate in the region. The Ohio Tax Credit Authority’s gift
to Amazon totaled to $77 million in tax breaks. Neighborhood residents are often
alerted to the incoming development after the contracts are signed. Baltimore’s
Black residents suffered a similar “redevelopment.” State and local leaders gave
Amazon $43 million in incentives to open a warehouse for low wage workers. Since
then, the city provided Amazon with increasing power to influence the political, eco-
nomic, and culture of the residents. The Baltimore Ravens NFL football team signed
lucrative deal that allows Amazon to surveil their players’ movements with chips
embedded in their gear. Baltimore’s municipal government and its universities and col-
leges signed over full procurement services to Amazon business (McGillis 2021).

Corporations also exploit spatial apartheid. Much of Amazon’s high paid tech labor
—typically identified as “white jobs”—originates in predominantly white, upper
middle class, and upper-class suburbs like Bay Area, California and Seattle,
Washington while restricting blue collar warehouse labor to rural and suburban
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working class areas like Dayton, Ohio, Bessmer, Alabama, and Lithia Springs, Georgia
(the latter has experienced one of the largest Black migrations from a major city
(Atlanta) following gentrification/displacement in the U.S.). This reinforces the
uneven development of working-class space, particularly since the deindustrialization
wave of the 1970s and 1980s channeled urban “revitalization” and forced poor Blacks
into rural, resource deprived metro suburbs surrounding major cities.

The profit accumulation juxtaposed to the net loss in resources for Black workers
via super-exploitation is undeniable. According to the National Women’s Law
Center, Black women lose $2,000 per month, $24,000 annually, and $964, 000 over
a 40-year career because of wage disparities with whites (Clayson and Hagan 2021).

In a sense, resistance from Black workers is complicated. As Baron predicted, white
liberals and petty bourgeois Black and Brown administrators address race relations—not
racial oppression—by pouring funds and resources at the top of a bureaucratic supervi-
sory body that never reaches those in need. As funds deplete, viable Black working-class
neighborhoods from the 1960s and 1970s transformed into subjugated enclaves—a
product of the internal neo-colonialism of Black people where landlords neglect resi-
dents and sell their homes; employers destroy or move their companies when unions
threaten profits; and the police manufacture a literal barrier between Black workers
and the beacons of capital, typically the tourist heavy and financial central business dis-
tricts. By the 2010s, capital and municipal government together exiled much of the
Black working class to destitute suburbs in the surrounding metropolitan regions.
Subproletarian labor outnumbers livable wage labor in suburbs today with many
Black workers forced to live in motels and hotels for months at a time to save their
wages (and build a credit score) for an apartment. In the Atlanta Metropolitan Region
today, former Black Atlantans who resided in the central city now populate neighbor-
hoods in formerly predominately white neighborhoods in Douglas County, Coweta
County, Cobb County, Henry County, and Dekalb County. Capitalists built little to
no productive labor opportunities here, instead adding to the motel industry, fast food
restaurants, and home health and nursing services. The current political economy of
Black working-class people demonstrates that gentrification and urban revitalization
in general are central components in the internal neo-colonialism and subsequent
increasing subproletarianization of Black labor.

An underemphasized consequence of the COVID-19 pandemic on the subproletar-
ian crisis in Black labor is medical debt. Researchers from the Commonwealth Fund
found that over 50 percent of people who were either infected or lost income due to
the pandemic are now struggling with healthcare bills that they cannot afford to pay.
Both insured and non-insured working people who spent any time in the hospital for
COVID (and even those individuals who received bills for COVID tests despite
them being free) typically lost wages for missed time (with many companies refusing
to offer sick pay) and were billed for their hospital stays. Not surprisingly, Black
working-class people are disproportionately represented in this group (55 percent,
compared to 44 percent of Latinx people and 32 percent of white people), primarily
because they more than any other racial class group in the United States are more
likely to lack a living wage job with union benefits and healthcare protections
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(Reinberg 2021). This works as a dialectic as well. Because of their lack of access to
healthcare or state hospitals in hyper-segregated communities, African Americans who
caught COVID-19 also were more likely to suffer the most severe symptoms from the
disease, increasing the chances for long hospitalization, expensive medicine, and con-
sequently, crippling medical debt. While the student loan crisis engulfs upper working
class and middle class America, medical debt piled on top of generational poverty is the
largest threat to the survival and power of the Black working class today.

There are sparks of reorganized protest movements in the subproletariat today.
Between March 2020 and July 2021, workers in subproletarian labor launched over
1500 strikes—mostly wildcats—the largest strike wave since the post-World War II
years of 1945–1946. Particularly in the COVID-ravaged Summer of 2021, millions
of low-wage workers throughout the nationwide retail, fast food and hospitality indus-
tries walked off their jobs in protest. As of August 2021, all three labor sectors lost at
least five percent of their workforce each month that year. In both August and
September alone, an estimated nine million workers quit. For all of 2021, over 38
million people walked off their jobs and cited low wage, exhausting, dirty, work, unsta-
ble hours and job security, and lack of benefits (Kaplan and Kiersz 2021). In Eliot,
Maine, the entire employee team at Dollar General walked off the job and left
behind signs taped to the door stating “CAPITALISM WILL DESTROY THIS
COUNTRY. IF YOU DON’T PAY PEOPLE ENOUGH TO LIVE THEIR LIVES,
WHY SHOULD THEY SLAVE AWAY FOR YOU,” and “Google ‘General Strike’
and learn how we can take our power back!” At the University of Pennsylvania
Chipotle, the full staff quit, citing poor pay, understaffing, and management’s lack
of concern for their workers. They posted a sign to the door that read “PEOPLE
SHOULD BE > PROFITS.” Following suit, the staff at multiple Wendy’s restaurants
in Wadesboro, North Carolina organized a general strike and forced the franchise to
close most of their shops (Kiersz and Kaplan 2021; Rathi 2021; Selyukh 2021).

A theory of super-exploitation of the Black worker points to the dialectical effect of the
dual market labor structure on a disproportionate segment of subproletariat labor taken by
the Black labor force and the development and maintenance of social movement action.
Harold “Hal”Baron’s underutilized theoretical concept must be explored further by scholars
and organizers alike to fully understand the root causes of racial oppression, the main char-
acteristics of the problem, and the framework for intervention strategies. One step in such
exploration should be putting Baron’s work into conversation with other theorists such as
Trotter, who identified community survival strategies of the Black proletariat that could be
useful to our identifying such strategies for the subproletariat, or Oppenheimer, whose anal-
ysis allows us to locate subproletarianization in a broader political economy.

The proletarianization of Black people continues to be the defining feature of
American capitalism since Europeans stole the first Africans and brought them to
this country. A failure to seriously address the super-exploitation of Black workers
has deepened the class struggle and overall net loss of resources for the established
Black working classes across the world. Labor studies must seek to better under-
stand—through a deep commitment to study, funding, and critical debate—the politi-
cal economy of Black labor. This must expand the Labor Studies’ scope, significance,
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and role in the liberation of the oppressed. The failure to account for the question of
Black labor and the Black working classes will result in further misinterpretations
on inequality in America and the world, false narratives on labor history, and a dwin-
dling material reality for Black people.
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