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More budget cuts arce in the pipeline for Medicaid, Food Stamps and
other safety nets for Americans whose wages don’t even cover the cost of
necessities.

Without a change in course, the gulf between the rich and everyone else
will continue to widen, weakening our economy and our democracy. "T'he
American Dream will be history instead of poverty.

TIRED OF PLAYING MONOPOLY?

Donna Langston

I. Magnin, Nordstrom, The Bon, Sears, Penneys, K mart, Goodwill, Salvation
Army. If the order of this list of stores makes any sense to you, then we've
begun to deal with the first question which inevitably arises in any discussion
of class here in the U.S.—huh? Unlike our Furopean allies, we in the U.S. are
reluctant to recognize class differences. This denial of class divisions func-
tions to reinforce ruling class control and domination. America is, after all,
the supposed land of equal opportunity where, if you just work hard enough,
vou can get ahead, pull yourselt up by vour bootstraps. What the old boot-
straps theory overlooks is that some were born with silver shoe horns.
Female-headed houscholds, communities of color, the elderly, disabled and
children find themselves, disproportionately, living in poverty. It hard work
were the sole determinant of your ability to support yourself and vour family,
surcly we'd have a different outcome for many in our society. We also, how-
ever, believe in fuck and, on closer examination, it certainly is quite a coinci-

i

dence that the “unlucky” come from certain race, gender and class back-
erounds. In order to perpetuate racist, sexist and classist outcomes, we also
have to believe thar the current cconomic distribution is unchangeable, has
always existed, and probably exists in this form throughout the known uni-
verses i.c., it's “natural.” Some people explain or try to account for poverty or

class position by focusing on the personal and moral merits of an individual.

From Jo Whitchorse Cochran, Donna Langston, and Carolvn Woodward, eds., Changing Our
Poeers A ntroduction to W omen’s Studies (Dubuque, TA: Kendall-TTunt, 1988). Reprinted by

permission.
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It people are poor, then it’s something they did or didn’t dos they were Tazy,
unlucky, didn’t try hard cnough, ete. This has the familiar ring of blaming the
victims. Alternative explanations focus on the ways in which poverty and class
position are duce to structural, systematic, institutionalized cconomic and
political power relations. These power relations are based firmly on dynam-
ics such as race, gender, and class.

In the myth of the classless socicety, ambition and intelligence alone are
responsible for success. The myth conceals the existence of a class socicty,
which serves many functions. One of the main ways it keeps the working class
and poor locked into a class-based system in a position of servitude is by cru-
elly creating talse hope. It perpetuates the false hope among the working class
and poor that they can have difterent opportunities in life. The hope that they
can escape the fate that awaits them due wo the class position they were horn
into. Another way the rags-to-riches myth is perperuated is by creating
enough visible tokens so that oppressed persons believe they, oo, can get
ahead. The creation of hope through tokenism keeps a hierarchical structure
in place and Tays the blame for not succeeding on those who don’t. Thhis keeps
us from resisting and changing the class-based system. Instead, we accept it as
inevitable, something we just have to live with. If oppressed people believe in
equality of opportunity, then they won’t develop class consciousness and will
internalize the blame for their economic position. If the working class and
poor do not recognize the way false hope is used to control them, they won't
get a chance to control their lives by acknowledging their class position, by
claiming that identity and taking action as a group.

The myth also keeps the middle class and upper class entrenched in the
privileges awarded i a class-based system. It reinforees middle- and upper-
class beliefs in their own superiority. If we believe that anyone in society
really can get ahead, then middle- and upper-class status and privileges must
be deserved, due to personal merits, and enjoyed —and defended at all costs.
According to this viewpoint, poverty is regrettable but acceptable, just the
outcome of a fair game: “There have always been poor people, and there
always will be.”

Class is more than just the amount of moncey vou have; it's also the pres-
ence of cconomic security. For the working class and poor, working and cating
are matters of survival, not taste. FHlowever, while one’s class status can
be defined in important ways in terms of monetary income, class is also a whole
lot more—specifically, class is also culture. As a result of the class vou are horn
mto and raised n, class is vour understanding of the world and where you fit
in; it’s composed of ideas, behavior, attitudes, values, and language; class is how
you think, feel, act, look, dress, talk, move, walk; class is what stores vou shop
at, restaurants you cat in; class is the schools you attend, the education you at-
tain; class is the very jobs vou will work at throughout vour adule life. Class
even determines when we marry and become mothers. Working-class women
become mothers long before middle-class women receive their bachelor’s




120 Class and Inequality

degrees. We experience class at every level of our lives; class is who our friends
are, where we live and work, even what kind of car we drive, if we own one, and
what kind of health care we receive, if any. Have T left anything out? In other
words, class is socially constructed and all-encompassing. When we experience
classism, it will be because of our lack of money (i.c., choices and power in
this socicty) and because of the way we talk, think, act, move—Dbecause of our
culture.

Class affects what we perceive as and what we have available to us as
choices. Upon graduation from high school, I was awarded a scholarship to
attend any college, private or public, in the state of California. Yet it never oc-
curred to me or my family that it made any difference which college you wene
to. 1 ended up just going to a small college in my town. It never would have
occurred to me to move away from my family for school, because no one ever
had and no one would. I was the first person in my family to go to college. [
had to figure out from reading college catalogs how to apply—no one in my
family could have sat down and said, “Well, you take this testand then you re-
ally should think about. . . .” Although tests and high school performance had
shown I had the ability to pick up white middle-class lingo, Tstill had quite an
adjustment to make—it was lonely and isolating in college. T'lost my friends
from high school—they were at the community college, vo-tech school,
working, or married. T lasted a vear and a half in this foreign environment
before I quit college, married a factory worker, had a baby and resumed living
in a community | knew. One middle-class friend in college had asked it T'd
like to travel to Furope with her. FHer father was a college professor and peo-
ple in her family had actually travelled chere. My family had scldom been able
to take a vacation at all. A couple of times my parents were able—by saving all
vear— 1o take the family over to the coast on their annual two-wecek vacation.
I'd seen the time and energy my parents invested in trying to take a family
vacation to some place a few hours away; the idea of how anybody ever got to
Furope was beyond me.

If class is more than simple economic status but one’s cultural background
as well, what happens if you're born and raised middle class, but spend some of
vour adult life with carnings below a middle-class income bracket—are you
then working-class? Probably not. If your cconomic position changes, you still
have the language, behavior, educational background, cte., of the middle class,
which you can bank on. You will always have choices. Men who consciously try
to refuse male privilege are still male; whites who want to challenge white priv-
ilege are still white. T think those who come from middle-class backgrounds
need to recognize that their class privilege does not float out with the rinse
water. Middle-class people can exert incredible power just by being nice and po-
lite. "T'he middle-class way of doing things is the standard —they’re always right,
just by being themselves. Beware of middle-class people who deny their privi-
lege. Many people have times when they struggle to get shoes for the kids, when
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without choices. Being working class is also gencerational. Fxamine vour family's
history of education, work, and standard of living. It may not be a coincidence
that vou share the same class status as vour parents and grandparencs. If vour
grandparcnts were professionals, or vour parents were professionals, it’s much
more likely you'll be able to grow up to become a vuppic, if vour heartso desires.
oreven if vou don’t think about ic.

FHow about if you're born and raised poor or working class, yvet through
struggle, usually through education, you manage to achieve a different eco-
nomic level: do vou become middle class? Can vou pass? Tthink somcworlang-
class people may successtully assimilate into the middle class by learning o
dress, talk, and act middle class—rto accepr and adopt the middle-class way of
doing things. It all depends on how tar thevre able to go. To succeed in the
middle-class world means facing great pressures o abandon working-class
friends and wavs.

Contrary to our stercotvpe of the working class—white guys in overatls —
the working class is not homogencous in terms of race or gender. If you are a
person of color, if vou live in a female-headed houschold, vou are much more
likely to be working chass or poor. The experience of Black, Latino, American
Indian or Asian American working classes will differ significantly from the
white working classes, which have traditionally been able to rely on white priv-
ilege to provide a more clite position withm the working class. Working-class
people are often grouped together and stercotyped, but distinctions can be
made among the working class, working poor, and poor. Many working-class
families are supported by unionized workers who pos-sess marketable skills.
Most working-poor familics are supported by non-unionized, unskilled men
and women. Many poor families are dependent on welfare for their income.

Ateacks on the welfare system and those who live on welfare are a good

example of classisn in action. We have a “dual welfare” system in this coun-
try whereby welfare for the vich in the forin of tax-free capital gain, guaran-
teed loans, ol depletion allowances, cte., is not recognized as welfare. Almost
everyone in America is on some tvpe of weltare; but, it vou're vich, its in the
form of tax deductions for “business” meals and entertainent, and i you're
poor, it's in the form of food stamps. The difference is the stigma and humil-
fation connected to weltare for the poor, as compared to welfare for the rich,
which is called “incentives.” .. oA common focal point for complaints about
“weltare™ is the belief that most welfare recipients are cheaters— goodness
knows there are no middle-class income tay cheaters out there. Imagine
focusing the same anger and energy on the way corporations and hig business
cheat on their tax revenues. Now, there would be some dollars worth quib-
bling about. The “dual welfare™ svstem also assigns a different degree
of stigma to programs that benetic women and children o Cand programs
whose recipients are primarily male, such as veterans” benefies. 'The implicit
assumption 1s that mothers who raise children do not work and therefore are
not deserving of theiv daily bread crumbs.

b’i
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Anti-union attitudes are another prime example of classism in action. At
best, unions have been a very progressive force for workers, women and peo-
ple of color. At worst, unions have reflected the same regressive attitudes
which are out there in other social structures: classism, racisim, and sexisin.
Classism exists within the working class. The aristocracy of the working
class—unionized, skilled workers—has mainly been white and male and have
viewed themselves as being better than unskilled workers, the unemployed,
and the poor, who are mostly women and people ot color. The white working
class must commit itself to a cultural and ideological transformation of racist
attitudes. The history of working people, and the ways we've resisted many
tvpes of oppressions, are not something we're taught in school. Missing from
our cducation is information about workers and their resistance.

Working-class women’s critiques have focused on the following issues:

Iiducation: White middle-class professionals have used academic jargon to
rationalize and justity classism. The whole structure of education is a classist
system. Schools in every town reflect class divisions: like the store list at the
beginning of this article, you can list schools in your town by what classes of
kids attend, and in most cities you can also list by race. "The classist system is
perpetuated in schools with the tracking system, whereby the “dumbs™ are
tracked into homemaking, shop courses and vocational school futures, while
the “smarts” end up in advanced math, science, literature, and college-prep
courses. If we examine these groups carefully, the coincidence of poor and
working-class backgrounds with “dumbs” is rather alarming. "T'he standard
measurement of supposed intelligence is white middle-class English. It you're
other than white middle class, you have to become bilingual to succeed in the
educational system. If you're white middle class, you only need the language
and writing skills you were raised with, since they're the standard. To do well
in society presupposes middle-class background, experiences and learning for
everyone. The tracking system separates those from the working class who
can potentially assimilate to the middle elass from all our friends, and labels
us “college bound.”

After high school, you go on to vocational school, community college, or
college—public or private—according to your class position. Apart from the
few who break into middle-class schools, the classist stercotyping of the work-
ing class as being dumb and inarticulate tracks most into vocational and low-
skilled jobs. A few of us are allowed to slip through to reinforce the idea that
cqual opportunity exists. But for most, class position is destiny—dcetermining
our cducational attainment and emplovment. Since we must overall abide by
middle-class rules to succeed, the assumption is that we go to college in order
to “better ourselves”™—i.e., become more like them. I suppose it’s assumed we
have “yuppie envy” and desire nothing more than to be upwardly mobile indi-
viduals. Its assumed that we want to tit into their world. But many of us remain
connected to our communities and families. Becoming college educated doesn’t
mean we have to, or want to, crase our first and natural language and value
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system. ICs important for many of us to remain in and return to our commu-
nities to work, live, and stay sane.

Jobs: Middle-class people have the privilege of choosing carcers. They can
decide which jobs they want to work, according to their moral or political
commitments, needs for challenge or creativity. This is a privilege denicd the
working class and poor, whose work is a means of survival, not choice (sce
Hartsock). Working-class women have seldom had the luxury of choosing
between work in the home or market. We've generally done both, with lietle
ability to purchase services to help with this double burden. Middle- and
upper-class women can often hire other women to clean their houses, take care
of their children, and cook their meals. Guess what class and race those
“other” women are? Working a double or triple day is common for working-
class women. Only middle-class women have an array of choices such as: par-
ents put you through school, then you choose a career, then you choose when
and it to have babices, then you choose a support system of working-class
women to take care of your kids and housc if you choose to resume your ca-
reer. After the birth of my second child, T was working two part-time jobs —
onc loading trucks at night—and going to school during the days. While [ was
quite privileged because Teould take my colicky infant with me to classes and
the day-time job, 1 was in a state of continuous semi-consciousness. [ had to
work to support my tamily; the only choice T had was between school or sleep:
Sleep became a privilege. A white middle-class feminist instructor at the uni-
versity suggested to me, all sympathetically, that T ought to hire someone
to clean my house and watch the baby. Her suggestion was totally out of my
reality, both economically and socially. I'd worked for vears cleaning other
peoples” houses. Hiring a working-class woman to do the shit work is a
middle-class woman’s solution to any dilemma which her privileges, such as
a carcer, may present her.

Mothering: "I'he feminist eritique of families and the oppressive role of
mothering has focused on white middle-class nuclear families. This may not
be an appropriate model for communities of class and color. Mothering and
families may hold a different importance for working-class women. Within
this context, the issue of coming out can be a very painful process for working-
class lesbians. Due to the homophobia of working-class communities, to be a
leshian is most often to be excommunicated from your family, ncighborhood,
friends and the people you work with. If vou’re working class, you don’t have
such clearly demarcated concepts of vourself as an individual, but instead see
vourself as part of a family and community that forms your survival structure.
It is not easy to be taced with the risk of giving up ties which are so central to
vour identity and survival,

Individuadisim: - Preoccupation with  one’s self—one’s hody, looks,
relationships—is a luxury working-class women can’t afford. Making an oc-
cupation out of taking care of yourself through therapy, aerobics, jogging,

dressing for success, gourmet meals and proper nutrition, cte., may be

-
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responses that are dircety rooted - privilege. The middle class has the
leisure time to he preoceupied with their own problems, such as their waist-
lines, planning their vacations, coordinating their wardrobes, or dealing with
what their mother said to tham when they were five—my!

The white middle-class women’s movement has been patronizing to
working-class women. Its supporters think we don’t understand sexism. What
we don't understand is white middle-class teminism. They act as though they
imvented the truch, the light, and the way, which they merely need o pass
along to us lower-class drudges. What they invented is a distorted form of
what working-class women already know-—if vou're temale, life sucks. Only at
feast we were smart cnough to know that it's not just being female, but also
being a person of color or class, which makes life a quicksand trap. The class
system weakens all women. lteensors and climinaces images of female strength.,
The idea of women as passive, weak ereatures totally discounts the strength,
self=dependence and inter-dependence necessary 1o survive as working-class
and poor women. My mother and her friends always had a less-than-passive,
less-than-cnamoured attitude toward their spouses, male bosses, and men in
eeneral. T know from listening to their conversations, jokes and what they
passed on o us, their daughters, as folklore. When T was five vears old, my
mother told me about how Aunt Betty had hit Uncle Frnie over the head with
a skillet and knocked him out because he was raising his hand to hit her, and
how he's never even thought about doing it since. "This story was told to me
with a good amount of glee and laughter. All the men in the neighborhood
were told of the event as an example of what was a very acceptable response in
the women’s community for that type of male behavior, We kids in the neigh-
borhood grew up with these stories of women giving husbands, bosses, the
welfare system, schools, unions and men in general hell; whenever they
deserved it Forme there were many role models of women taking action, con-
trol and resisting what was supposed to be their lot. Yet many white middle-
class feminists continue to view feminism fike math homework, where there's
only supposed to be one answer. Never oceurs to them that they might be talk-
ing algebra while working-class women might be talking metaphysics.

Women with backgrounds other than white middle-class experience com-
pounded, simultancous oppressions. We can’t so casily separate our experi-
ences by categories of gender, or race, or class, i.c., “I remember it well: on
Saturday, June 3, T was experiencing class oppression, but by Tuesday, June 6,
[ was caught up in race oppression, then all day Friday, June 9, T was in the
middle of gender oppression. What a week!” Sometimes, tor example, gender
and class reinforee each other. When T returned to college as a single parent
after a few vears of having kids and working crummy jobs —I went in tor
vocational testing. Fven before 1 owas tested, the white middle-class male
vocational counselor looked at me, a welfare mother in my best selection from
the Salvation Army racks, and suggested T quit college, go to vo-tech school
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working-class occupation he could think of. "The vocational test results sug-
gested I become an attorney. T did end up quitting college once again, not
because of his suggestion, but because T was tired of supporting my children in
ungenteel poverty. [ entered vo-tech school for training as an clectrician and,
as one of the first women in a non-traditional field, was able to carn a living
wage at a job which had tradicionally been reserved for white working-class
males. But this is a story for another day. Let’s return to our little vocational
counsclor example. Was he suggesting the occupational choice of grocery
clerk to me because of my gender or my class? Probably both. Let’s imagine
for a moment what this same vocational counselor might have advised, on sight
only, to the following people:

- Awhite middle-class male: doctor, lawver, engineer, husiness executive.

(R

- A white middle-class female: close to the same suggestion as #1 if the
counsclor was not sexist, or, if sexist, then: librarian, teacher, nurse, social
worker.

- A middle-class man of color: close to the same suggestions as #1 if the
counselor was not racist, or, if racist, then: school principal, sales, man-
agement, technician,

4. A middle-class woman of color: close to the same suggestions as #3 if

counselor was not sexist; #2 if not racis; if not racist or sexist, then

potentially #1.

-

. A white working-class male: carpenter, clectrician, plumber, welder.

6. A white working-class female—well, we already know what he told me,
although he could have also suggested sceretary, waitress and dental hy-
gienist (except ’d already told him T hated these jobs).

7. A working-class man of color: garbage collector, janitor, fieldhand.

8. A working-class woman of color: maid, laundress, garment worker.

Notice anything about this listz As vou move down it, a narrowing of
choices, status, payv, working conditions, benefits and chances for promotions
occurs. To be connected to any one factor, such as gender or class or race, can
make life ditficult. To be connected to multiple factors can guarantee limited
cconomic status and poverty.

WAYS TO AVOID FACING CLASSISM

Deny Deny Deny: Deny your class position and the privileges connected to
it. Deny the existence or experience of the working class and poor. You can
even set yourself up (in your own mind) as judge and jury in deciding who
qualities as working class by vour white middle-class standards. So if someone
went to college, or scems intelligent to you, not at all like VOur stereotypes,
they must be middle class.

*—
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Cluss and lnequality

Guilt Guilt Guile: *1 feel so bad, 1just didn’t realize!” is not helptul, but

is 2 way to avoid changing attitudes and behaviors. Passivity—"Well, what

can Ido about it, anyway>"—and anger—*Well, what do they want!"—aren’t

too helpful either. Again, with these responses, the focus is on you and ab-

solving the white middle class from responsibility. A more helptul remedy is

to take action. Donate your time and money to local toodbanks. Don’t cross

picket lines. Better yet, go join a picket linc.

HOW TO CHALLENGE CLASSISM

If voure middle class, you can begin to challenge classism with the following:

¥

. Confront classist behavior in yourself, others and society. Use and share

the privileges, like time or money, which you do have.

. Make demands on working-class and  poor communitics’ issucs—

anti-racism, poverty, unions, public housing, public transportation, liter-

acy and day care.

. Learn from the skills and strength of working people—study working

and poor people’s history; take some Labor Studies, thnic Studies,
Women Studies classes. Challenge clitism. There are many ditferent
types of intelligence: white middle-class, academic, professional intellec-
tualism being one of them (reportedly). Finally, educate voursclf, take
responsibitity and take action.

If vou're working class, just somce general suggestions (it's cheaper than

therapy—free, less time-consuming and 1 won't ask you about what your

mother said to you when you were five):

‘o

. Face your racism! Educate yourself and others, your family, comm-

unity, any organizations you belong to; take responsibility and take
action. Face your classisim, sexism, heterosexism, ageism, able-bodiness,

adultism. . ..

. Claim vour identity. Learn all vou can about your history and the his-

tory and experience of all working and poor peoples. Raise your children
to be anti-racist, anti-sexist and anti-classist. Teach them the language
and culture of working peoples. Learn to survive with a fair amount of
anger and lots of humor, which can be tough when this stuff isn't even

funny.

. Work on issues which will benefit your community. Consider remaining

in or returning to your communities. If you live and work in white mid-
dle-class environments, look for working-class allies to help you survive
with your humor and wits intact. How do working-class people spot cach
other® We have antennae.
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We need not deny or erase the differences of working-class cultures but
can embrace their richness, their variety, their moral and intellectual her-
itage. We're not ac the point yer where we can celebrate ditferences-—not
having money for a preseription tor your child is nothing to celebrate. It's not
time yet to party with the white middle class, because we'd be the entertain-
ment (“Aren’t they quaing? Just love their workboots and uniforms and the
way they cuss!”). We need to overcome divisions among working people, not by
ignoring the multiple oppressions many of us encounter, or by oppressing each
other, but by becoming committed allies on all issues which affect working
people: racism, sexism, classism, etc. An injury to onc is an injury to all. Don’t

play by ruling-class rules, hoping that maybe you can live on Connecticut
Avenue instead of Baltic, or that you as an individual can make it to Park Place
and Boardwalk. Tired of Monopoly? Always ending up on Mediterrancan
Avenue? How about changing the game?

THE HIDDEN COST OF BEING AFRICAN AMERICAN

Thomas M. Shapiro

I met I'rrank and Suzanne Conway during the latc-afternoon rush hour at a
restaurant in [Los Angeles. Recently laid off from a communications marketing
firm and now taking courses to become certified to teach elementary school,
Frank arrived after picking up their daughter, Logan, from day care. Suzanne
arrived from her job as an operations supervisor for a money management
company. The Conways loved their home in the diverse urban neighborhood
of Jefferson Park, ncar the University of Southern California, but were gravely
concerned about sending Logan to weak public schools. They talked to me at
length over coffee about this community-school dilemma, their high educa-
tional hopes, and their future plans. The Conways’ story and their solution to
their dilemma turned out to be more common than anticipated. Because they
receive generous help from their families, they are considering moving to a
suburban community with highly regarded schools. Home prices there start at
four times those where they live now, and Logan would grow up and go to

From Thomas ML Shapivo. 2004 The Hidden Cost of Being Afivican American: How Wealtl Perpetu-
ates Inequality (New York, Oxford University Press).
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