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Amazon.com Questions for Barbara Ehrenreich Through over three decades of
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journalism and activism and over a dozen books， Barbara Ehrenreich has been one
of the most consistent and imaginative chroniclers of class in America， but it was her
bestselling 2001 book， Nickel and Dimed， a undercover expose of the day-to-day
struggles of the working poor， that has been the most influential work of her career.
Now， with Bait and Switch， she has gone undercover again， this time as a
middle-aged professional trying to get a white-collar job in corporate America. We
asked her a few questions about what she found: Amazon.com: Your previous book，
Nickel and Dimed， became a blockbuster bestseller with a classic "there but for the
grace of God go I" liberal message just when the general political mood of the country
seemed to be going in a very different direction. Why do you think it struck such a
chord? What sorts of reactions have you gotten to it over the past four years? Barbara
Ehrenreich: A lot of Nickel and Dimed readers are people who regularly inhabit the
low-wage work world， and many of them write to tell me that the book affirmed their
experience and made them feel less alone and ignored. Other readers though， are
affluent people who write to say I opened their eyes to a world they'd been unaware of.
For those people， I think one appealing feature of Nickel and Dimed is that it's a
personal narrative that gives them a look at lives lived at the margins of their own. The
most gratifying response has been from people who tell me the book inspired them to
become activists for things like a living wage or affordable housing. Amazon.com: At
what point did you realize that your new book， Bait and Switch， in which you went
undercover again， this time to tell a story of working in corporate America， was
instead becoming one of not working in corporate America? Is that the story you
expected to tell? Ehrenreich: My initial aim was not "to tell a story of working in
corporate America" but to try to understand the human underside of corporate
America--the job insecurity， the constant layoffs and downsizings that now occur
even in the best of times. I expected to get a job and hence an inside view， but I
always knew that that would be very difficult. After about 4-5 months of job
searching， I began to get seriously discouraged， but I also came to understand that
a fruitless search is in fact a very common experience. After all， today 44 percent of
the long-term unemployed are white collar folks--an unusually high percentage. It's
their world I entered， and their story that I tell in Bait and Switch. Amazon.com: For
someone with a white-collar career， you didn't have much experience in corporate
culture before you attempted to join it for this book. What surprised you the most
about what you found? Ehrenreich: What surprised me most， right from day one of
my job search， was the surreal nature of the job searching business. For example，
everyone， from corporations to career coaches， relies heavily on "personality tests"
which have no scientific credibility or predictive value. One test revealed that I have a
melancholy and envious nature and， for some reason， was unsuited to be a writer!
And what does "personality" have to do with getting the job done， anyway? There's
far less emphasis on skills and experience than on whether you have the prescribed
upbeat and likeable persona. I kept wondering: Is this any way to run a business? I was
also surprised--and disgusted--by the constant victim-blaming you encounter among
coaches， at networking events for the unemployed， and in the business advice
books. You're constantly told that whatever happens to you is the result of your
attitude or even your "thought forms"--not a word about the corporate policies that
lead to so much turmoil and misery. Amazon.com: You seemed to make much closer
ties with your fellow workers in Nickel and Dimed than you did on the white-collar job
hunt. What was different this time? Ehrenreich: You're right--there is a difference. But
it's not so much a matter of personalities as it is about two different worlds. There's a
lot of camaraderie in the blue-collar world I entered in Nickel and Dimed. People help
each other and look out for each other; they laugh together--often at the managers.
The white-collar world doesn't encourage camaraderie， far from it. There it's all
about competition and fear--of losing one's job， for one thing. Other people are seen
as sources of contacts or tips， at best; as competitors or rivals， at worst. And among



the unemployed add shame and a sense of personal failure， the constant message
that it's all your own fault. All this discourages any solidarity with others or real
openness. Amazon.com: God forbid anyone would come to your book as a guide for
finding a white-collar job， but what advice would you give to someone in the shoes
you put yourself in: a middle-aged professional woman， in fear of falling irrevocably
out of touch with the world of the regularly employed? Ehrenreich: You don't think I'd
make a good career coach? OK， but I have three pieces of advice for the
middle-aged， middle-class job seeker anyway: One， be very careful how you spend
your money and time. Since the mid-90s， a whole industry has sprung up to
help--or， depending on your point of view， prey upon--white-collar job seekers. The
"professionals" in this business are usually entirely unlicensed and unregulated. Also，
watch out for events billed as "networking" opportunities that really have another
agenda--like recruiting you into expensive coaching or proselytizing you into a
particular religion. Two， don't count on the internet job sites to find you a job or even
an interview. On any of these sites， your resume will be competing with hundreds of
thousands of others， and most large companies today don't even bother reading
online resumes; they have computer programs scan them for keywords (and you won't
know what those keywords are.) Three， and most important: stop believing that it's
your own fault. That's the first step to recognizing the common problems facing
white-collar workers and responding to them. I'd be thrilled if this book， like Nickel
and Dimed， also inspires readers to get involved and become active in efforts to
make life a little easier for the growing numbers of people who are unemployed，
underemployed， or anxiously employed. What could they do? Lobby for universal
health insurance that's not tied to a job， for example. Fight for extended
unemployment benefits. Raise their voices to complain about corporate tax breaks
and subsidies that are justified in terms of "job creation" but often go to companies
that are busy laying people off. One major reason job loss is so catastrophic is that we
just don't have much of a safety net in this country. That has to change， and who's
going to make it change， if not people like those I met in Bait and Switch? I've got a
new website， barbaraehrenreich.com， and I'd like to hear from readers--both their
stories and their ideas for how to take action. Classic Ehrenreich Nickel and Dimed: On
(Not) Getting By in America Fear of Falling: The Inner Life of the Middle Class Blood
Rites: Origins and History of the Passions of War --This text refers to an out of print or
unavailable edition of this title. From Publishers Weekly A wild bestseller in the field of
poverty writing， Ehrenreich's 2001 expos&eacute; of working-class hardship， Nickel
and Dimed， sold over a million copies in hardcover and paper. If even half that
number of people buy this follow-up， which purports "to do for America's ailing
middle class what [Nickel and Dimed] did for the working poor，" it too will shoot up
the bestseller lists. But PW suspects that many of those buyers will be disappointed.
Ehrenreich can't deliver the promised story because she never managed to get
employed in the "midlevel corporate world" she wanted to analyze. Instead， the book
mixes detailed descriptions of her job search with indignant asides about the
"relentlessly cheerful" attitude favored by white-collar managers. The tone throughout
is classic Ehrenreich: passionate， sarcastic， self-righteous and funny. Everywhere
she goes she plots a revolution. A swift read， the book does contain many trenchant
observations about the parasitic "transition industry，" which aims to separate the
recently fired from their few remaining dollars. And her chapter on faith-based
networking is revelatory and disturbing. But Ehrenreich's central story fails to generate
much sympathy&mdash;is it really so terrible that a dabbling journalist can't fake her
way into an industry where she has no previous experience?&mdash;and the profiles of
her fellow searchers are too insubstantial to fill the gap. Ehrenreich rightly points out
how corporate culture's focus on "the power of the individual will" deters its
employees from organizing against the market trends that are disenfranchising them，
but her presentation of such arguments would have been a lot more convincing if she



could have spent some time in a cubicle herself. (Sept.) Copyright &copy; Reed
Business Information， a division of Reed Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved. --This text
refers to an out of print or unavailable edition of this title. See all Editorial Reviews
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