
                                    
 

       
 

      

      
 

  

 

               

          

              

                   

          

              

               

              

              

              

                 

                 

            

            

                  

               

                   

                  

                 

           

              

                   

               

                  

                  

                  

                   

                  

               

              

BOOK REVIEW Regional Labor Review (Spring 2020) 

What Does the White Working Class Want? 

White Working Class: Overcoming Class Cluelessness in America, 

by Joan C. Williams (Harvard Business Review Press, 2017) 

Reviewed by Aditya Lodha 

As this year’s campaign season heats up, so inevitably will debate over what the shocking 2016 election results and the 

growing voter polarization since then mean for the rival parties’ prospects. In the weeks immediately after Donald Trump 

was narrowly elected, the Harvard Law Review published an analysis of the results that quickly went viral. A University 

of California law professor, Joan Williams, wrote a harsh critique of the “class cluelessness” of so many of her fellow 

liberals that had alienated millions of their natural allies among blue-collar workers. 

She has now much expanded those arguments in a book that may offer a healthy corrective to common, self-

defeating ways of thinking about this country’s current divisions. She aims to explore elite disregard towards the white 

working class and the ongoing repercussions of this perceived betrayal. Inspired by the examples of her white working 

class in-laws and drawing upon much sociological research, Williams makes her case in a simple, concise readable 

manner. The book tries to avoid gross simplifications and stereotypes to seriously tackle both sides of the issues covered. 

She discusses the notions held by most Americans about their financial standing, the erosion of the traditional middle 

class and the safety net, the value of higher education and of immigration. And she dives into the attitudes that these 

sectors hold towards each other and offers solutions, hopeful if often idealistic, in my opinion. 

Full disclosure: I read this book as a non-immigrant alien whose sheer ability to afford an American education 

placed me amongst the top 5% of the population back home in India – or as Williams would term it - an “elite”. 

Interestingly enough, however, my migration to the United States meant more than just a location change. Due to the 

value of the dollar here as compared to my homeland, I also migrated from the comforts of the urban upper class to a 

more modest, 20-hour part-time work-week life. Therefore, I feel like I read this book from one of the more unique 

perspectives; someone who can relate to both sectors of the population that Williams addresses: the elite as well as the 

working class. That made this book much more profound and enjoyable for me. 

The book opens by addressing the blurring of lines between, first, elites’ economic realities and their perception 

of themselves as part of the middle-class and, second, working class resentment of poor people. These two notions are, I 

believe, the crux of Williams’ whole argument. The rich don’t know how well-off they are, coming off as snobby and 

entitled, and the working class feel misunderstood as poor - a sharp dagger to their sense of pride. This is where the 

creation of a class culture comes from, and the division it causes is inevitable. Williams constantly asserts her opinion that 

most of the issues the U.S. faces today are in some form brought on by “class cluelessness” and “class callousness”. 

“Class is not just about money” she says, more than once. When I first read that statement, I was a bit confused, 

but it ultimately made complete sense to me. One’s vocation and its perceived honor is far more important in most social 

situations and in defining class boundaries than the amount of money in their bank account. For example, a fireman or a 

police officer would be considered a far more respectable figure in society than someone who sold toilets for a living -



                 

              

          

    

          



                  

               

            

                    

         

            

              

             

             

                      

                 

              

                

             

                    

       

                 

             

             

              

   

               

                 

           

              

                   

                

                

   

                 

                 

                 

               

             

     

             

                     

                 

               

students from the top 1% of the income pool than the entire bottom 60%.” The kids of elites have access to unpaid 

internships and opportunities afforded to them due to the “broad entrepreneurial networks” set up by their parents, that 

most colleges expect on their application sheets. By putting forth these statistics and arguments, Williams perfectly 

highlights the fact that the working class are not simply in their positions due to a lack of trying, but suffer from structural 

forces that disallows them from competing with their elite counterparts. 

In this light, Hilary Clinton’s presidential campaign has been held an example of elite cluelessness and disrespect 

of the working class, notably when she called a large chunk of Trump supporters a “basket of deplorables.” Getting 

thrown into the mix with racists, sexists and xenophobes offended many working class voters. Williams manages to 

highlight a perspective that seems to have been completely overlooked by Clinton’s team. My take on the author’s 

thoughts is that she doesn’t believe that most of them are racist (to a malicious degree anyway, as she argues that most of 

us are in some form racist), but rather have other, more basic priorities that they need to tend to before worrying about 

whether or not they are hurting one’s feelings. Despite Trump’s harsh public comments on Latino immigrants, many 

Hispanic citizens voted for him in the hope he would deliver on promises to protect their blue-collar jobs. Working class 

women voted for Trump to protect their husbands’ jobs, even though they might be opposed to his horrific actions against 



                 


