Tired of Playing Monopoly?

75

Donna Langston

I. Magnin, Nordstrom, The Bon, Sears, Penneys, Kmart, 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 that inevitably arises in any discussion of class here in the United States—huh?
Unlike our European allies, we in the United States are reluctant to recognize class differ-
ences. This denial of class divisions functions to reinforce ruling-class control and domi-
nation. 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
bootstraps theory overlooks is that some were born with silver shoe horns. Female-head-
ed households, communities of color, the elderly, the disabled, and children find them-
selves disproportionately living in poverty. If 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, however, believe in luck and, on closer examination, it certainly
is quite a coincidence 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 universe, that 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. If people are poor, then it's something they did or did-
n't do: they were lazy, unlucky, didn't try hard enough, and so on. This has the familiar
ring of blaming the victims. Alternative explanations focus on the ways in which pover-
ty and class position are due to structural, systematic, institutionalized economic and
political power relations. These power relations are based firmly on dynamics 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 sys-
tem in a position of servitude is by cruelly 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.
If oppressed people believe in equality of opportunity, then they won't develop class
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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 and upper classes entrenched in the privileges awarded
in a class-based system. It reinforces middle- and upper-class beliefs in their own superi-
ority. 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 money you have; it’s also the presence of eco-
nomic security. For the working class and poor, working and eating are matters of sur-
vival, 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 cul-
ture. 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 attain; 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 moth-
ers long before middle-class women receive their bachelor’s 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, or move—because of
our culture.

Class affects what we perceive—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 occurred 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, “Well, you take this test and then you really should
think about. . ..” Although tests and high school performance had shown I had the abil-
ity 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 com-
munity college, vocational/technical school, working, or married. I lasted a year and a
half in this foreign environment before I quit college, married a factory worker, had a
baby and resumed living in a community I knew. 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 people
in her family had actually traveled there. My family had seldom been able to take a vaca-
tion at all. A couple of times my parents were able—by saving all year—to take the fam-
ily 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; how
anybody ever got to Europe was beyond me. . . .

Contrary to our stereotype of the working class—white guys in overalls—it is not
homogeneous in terms of race or gender. If 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
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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 privilege to provide a more elite position within their 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 possess marketable skills. Most working-poor families are sup-
ported 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 country whereby welfare for
the rich in the form of tax-free capital gain, guaranteed loans, oil depletion allowances,
and so on, 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 humiliation connected to welfare for the poor, as compared to welfare for the
rich, which is called “incentive.” Ninety-three percent of AFDC (Aid to Families with
Dependent Children, our traditional concept of welfare) recipients are women and chil-
dren. Eighty percent of food stamp recipients are single mothers, children, the elderly,
and the disabled. Average AFDC payments are ninety-three dollars per person per month.
Payments are so low nationwide that in only three states do AFDC benefits plus food
stamps bring a household up to the poverty level. Food stamp benefits average ten dollars
per person per week. 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 quibbling about. The “dual welfare” system also assigns a different degree
of stigma to programs that benefit women and children, such as AFDC, and programs
whose recipients are primarily male, such as those of veterans’ benefits. The implicit
assumption is that mothers who raise children do not work and therefore are not deserv-
ing of their daily bread crumbs.

Anti-union attitudes are another prime example of classism in action. At best, unions
have been a very progressive force for workers, women, and people of color. At worst,
unions have reflected the same regressive attitudes which are out there in other social
structures: classism, racism, and sexism. Classism exists within the working class. The
aristocracy of the working class—unionized, skilled workers—have mainly been white
and male and have viewed themselves as being better than unskilled workers, the unem-
ployed and poor who are mostly women and people of 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 types of oppressions, are
not something we're taught in school. Missing from our education is information about
workers and their resistance.

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

Education. White middle-class professionals have used academic jargon to rationalize
and justify 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. The standard measurement of supposed
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intelligence is white, middle-class English. If you're other than white and 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, experi-
ences, and learning for everyone. The tracking system separates those from the working
class who can potentially assimilate to the middle class from all our friends, and labels us
“college bound.”

After high school, you go on to vocational school, community college, or college—pub-
lic or private—according to your class position. Apart from the few who break into middle-
class schools, the classist stereotyping of the working class as being dumb and inarticulate
tracks most into vocational schools and low-skilled jobs. A few of us are allowed to slip
through to reinforce the idea that equal opportunity exists. But for most, class position is
destiny—determining our educational attainment and employment. Since we must over-
all abide by middle-class rules to succeed, the assumption is that we go to college in order
to “better ourselves”—to become more like “them.” I suppose it's assumed we have “yup-
pie envy” and desire nothing more than to be upwardly mobile individuals; it's assumed
that we want to fit into “their” world. But many of us remain connected to our commu-
nities and families. Becoming college-educated doesn’'t mean we have to, or want to, erase
our first and natural language and value system. It's important for many of us to remain
in and return to our communities to work, live, and stay sane.

Jobs. Middle-class people have the privilege of choosing careers. They can decide which
jobs they want, according to their moral or political commitments, needs for challenge,
or creativity. This is a privilege denied the working-class and poor, whose work is a means
of survival, not choice. Working-class women have seldom had the luxury of choosing
between work in the home or market. We've generally done both, with little 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: parents put you through school, then you choose a career, then you
choose when and if to have babies, then you choose a support system of working-class
women to take care of your kids and house if you choose to resume your career. After
the birth of my second child, I was working two part-time jobs—one loading trucks at
night—and going to school during the days. While I was quite privileged because I could
take my colicky infant with me to classes and the day-time job, I was in a state of contin-
uous semiconsciousness. I had to work to support my family; the only choice I had was
between school or sleep. Sleep became a privilege. A white middle-class feminist instruc-
tor at the university suggested to me, quite sympathetically, that I 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 years cleaning other peoples’ houses. Hiring a
working-class woman to do the shit work is a middle-class woman'’s solution to any dilem-
ma that privileges such as a career may present her.

Mothering. The feminist critique 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. . . .

Individualism. Preoccupation with one’s self—one’s body, looks, relationships—is a
luxury working-class women can'’t afford. Making an occupation out of taking care of
yourself through therapy, aerobics, jogging, dressing for success, gourmet meals and
proper nutrition, and the like, may be responses that are directly rooted in privilege. The
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middle-class have the leisure time to be preoccupied with their own problems, such as
their waistlines, planning their vacations, coordinating their wardrobes, or dealing with
what their mother said to them when they were five—my! . . .

Women who have backgrounds other than the white middle-class often experience
compounded, simultaneous oppressions. We can'’t so easily separate our experiences by
categories of gender, or race, or class: “I remember it well: on Saturday, June 3, I was
experiencing class oppression, but by Tuesday, June 6, I was caught up in race oppres-
sion, then all day Friday, June 9, I was in the middle of gender oppression. What a week!”
Sometimes, for example, gender and class reinforce each other. When I returned to col-
lege as a single parent after a few years of having kids and working crummy jobs, [ went
in for vocational testing. Even before I was 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 I quit college, go to vocational/technical school and become a gro-
cery clerk; this was probably the highest paying female working-class occupation he could
think of. The vocational test results suggested I become an attorney. I did end up quitting
college once again, not because of his suggestion, but because I was tired of supporting
my children in ungenteel poverty. I entered vocational/technical school for training as
an electrician and, as one of the first women in a nontraditional field, was able to earn a
living wage at a job that had traditionally been reserved for white working-class males.
But this is a story for another day. Let’s return to our little vocational counselor example:
Was he suggesting the occupational choice of grocery clerk to me because of my gender,
or my class? Probably both. . ..

If you're middle-class you can begin to challenge classism with the following:

1. Confront classist behavior in yourself, others and society. Use and share the privi-
leges, like time or money, that you do have.

2. Make demands on working-class and poor communities’ issues—anti-racism, pover-
ty, unions, public housing, public transportation, literacy and day care.

3. Learn from the skills and strength of working people—study working and poor
people’s history; take some labor studies, ethnic studies, women studies classes.
Challenge elitism. There are many different types of intelligence, white, middle-class,
academic, professional intellectualism being one of them (reportedly). Finally, edu-
cate yourself, take responsibility and take action.

If you're working-class, here are some general suggestions. They're cheaper than ther-
apy—(free, less time-consuming, and I won't ask you about what your mother said to
you when you were five):

1. Face your racism! Educate yourself and others, your family, community, any organi-
zations you belong to; take responsibility and take action. Face your classism, sex-
ism, heterosexism, ageism, ableism, adultism. . ..

2. Claim your identity. Learn all you can about your history and the history and experi-
ence of all working and poor peoples. Raise your children to be anti-racist, anti-sex-
ist 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.

3. Work on issues that will benefit your community. Consider remaining in or return-
ing to your communities. If you live and work in white middle-class environments,
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look for working-class allies to help you survive with your humor and wits intact.
How do working-class people spot each other? We have antenna.

We need not deny or erase the differences of working-class cultures but can embrace
their richness, their variety, their moral and intellectual heritage. We're not at the point
yet where we can celebrate differences—not having money for a prescription for your
child is nothing to celebrate. It’s not time yet to party with the white middle class, because
we'd be the entertainment (“Aren’t they quaint? 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 that affect working people: racism, sex-
ism, classism, and so on. An injury to one 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 Mediterranean Avenue? How about changing the game?



