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I. Magnin, Nordstrom, The Bon, Sears, Penneys, K mart, Goodwill, Salvation
Army. I f  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 European 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,
you can get ahead, pull yourself up by your bootstraps. What the old boot-
straps theory overlooks is that some were born with silver shoe horns.
Female-headed households, communities of color, the elderly, disabled and
children find themselves, disproportionately, living in poverty. I f  hard work
were the sole determinant of your ability to support yourself and your family,
surely we'd have a different outcome for many in our society. We also, how-
ever, believe in luck and, on closer examination, it certainly is quite a coinci-
dence that the "unlucky" come from certain race, gender and class back-
grounds. In order to perpetuate racist, sexist and classist outcomes, we also
have to believe that the current economic distribution is unchangeable, has
always existed, and probably exists in this form throughout the known uni-
verse; i.e., 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.
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If  people are poor, then it's something they did or didn't do; they were lazy,
unlucky, didn't try hard enough, etc. This has the familiar ring of blaming the
victims. Alternative explanations focus on the ways in which poverty and class
position are due to structural, systematic, institutionalized economic 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 society, ambition and intelligence alone are
responsible for success. The myth conceals the existence of a class society,
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 false hope. It perpetuates the false hope among the working class
and poor that they can have different opportunities in life. The hope that they
can escape the fate that awaits them due to the class position they were born
into. Another way the rags-to-riches myth is perpetuated is by creating
enough visible tokens so that oppressed persons believe they, too, can get
ahead. The creation of hope through tokenism keeps a hierarchical structure
in place and lays the blame for not succeeding on those who don't. This keeps
us from resisting and changing the class-based system. Instead, we accept it as
inevitable, something we just have to live with. I f  oppressed people believe in
equality of opportunity, then they won't develop class consciousness and will
internalize the blame for their economic position. I f  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 in a class-based system. I t  reinforces middle- and upper-
class beliefs in their own superiority. I f  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 a n d  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 money you have; it's also the pres-
ence of economic security. For the working class and poor, working and eating
are matters o f  survival, not taste. However, 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 you are born
into and raised in, class is your 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 you shop
at, restaurants you eat in; class is the schools you attend, the education you at-
tain; class is the very jobs you will work at throughout your adult life. Class
even determines when we marry and become mothers. Working-class women
become mothers long before middle-class women receive their bachelor's
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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 I 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.e., choices and power in
this society) and because of the way we talk, think, act, move—because 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 went
to. I 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. I
had to figure out from reading college catalogs how to apply—no one in my
family could have sat down and said, "1/Ve1l, you take this test and 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, I still had quite an
adjustment to make—it was lonely and isolating in college. I lost my friends
from high school—they were at the community college, vo-tech school,
working, or married. I  lasted a year and a half in this foreign enviromnent
before I quit college, married a factory worker, had a baby and resumed living
in a coMmUlli EV I blew. One middle-class friend in college had asked if I'd
like to travel to Europe with her. Her father was a college professor and peo-
ple in her family had actually travelled there. My family had seldom been able
to take a vacation at all. A couple of times my parents were able—by saving all
year—to take the family over to the coast on their annual two-week 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
Europe 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
your adult life with earnings below a middle-class income bracket—are you
then working-class? Probably not. If your economic position changes, you still
have the language, behavior, educational background, etc., 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. I  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. The 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
budgets are tight, etc. This isn't the same as long-term economic conditions
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without choices. Being working class is also generational. Examine your familv's
history of education, work, and standard of living. It may not be a coincidence
that you share the same class status as your parents and grandparents. I f  your
grandparents were professionals, or your parents were professionals, it's much
more likely you'll be able to grow up to become a yuppie, if your heart so desires,
or even if you don't think about it.

How about if you're born and raised poor or working class, yet through
struggle, usually through education, you manage to achieve a different eco-
nomic level: do you become middle class? Can you pass? I think some working-
class people may successfully assimilate into the middle class by learning to
dress, talk, and act middle class—to accept and adopt the middle-class way of
doing things. It all depends on how far they're able to go. To succeed in the
middle-class world means facing great pressures to abandon working-class
friends and ways.

Contrary to our stereotype of the working class—white guys in overalls—
the working class is not homogeneous in terms of race or gender. I f  you are a
person of color, if you live in a female-headed household, you are much more
likely to be working class 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 elite position within the working class. Working-class
people are often grouped together and stereotyped, 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 families are supported by non-unionized, unskilled men
and women. Many poor families are dependent on welfare for their income.

Attacks on the welfare system and those who live on welfare are a good
example of classism in action. We have a "dual welfare" system in this coun-
try whereby welfare for the rich in the form of tax-free capital gain, guaran-
teed loans, oil depletion allowances, etc., is not recognized as welfare. Almost
everyone in America is on some type of welfare; but, if you're rich, it's in the
form of tax deductions for "business" meals and entertainment, and if you're
poor, it's in the form of food stamps. The difference is the stigma and humil-
iation connected to welfare for the poor, as compared to welfare for the rich,
which is called "incentives." A  common focal point for complaints about
"welfare" is the belief that most welfare recipients are cheaters goodness
knows there are no middle-class income tax cheaters out there. Imagine
focusing the same anger and energy on the way corporations and big business
cheat on their tax revenues. Now, there would be some dollars worth quib-
bling about. The "dual welfare" system also assigns a different degree
of stigma to programs that benefit women and children a n d  programs
whose recipients are primarily male, such as veterans' benefits. The implicit
assumption is that mothers who raise children do not work and therefore are
not deserving of their daily bread crumbs.


