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ABSTRACT

What ' s missing fromour understanding of class oppression is an
under st andi ng of cl ass oppression as “classism” as a system of
soci al oppression that operates on multiple social |evels and that
enbraces both structures and human agency. This paper seeks to
expand our understanding by sketching out a multilevel analysis of
cl ass oppression as a social systemthat includes macro, neso, and
mcro |levels, and includes both structures and human agency. It will
exam ne how peopl e cone to occupy their class roles; howthey |earn
their particular class outl ook, mannerisns, behavior, and culture;
and how t he personal and social dynanics of class oppression are
related to the | arger nacrostructures of class oppression and

expl oitation



EXTENDI NG OUR ANALYSI S OF CLASS COPPRESSI ON
BRI NG NG AL ASSI SM MORE FULLY | NTO
THE RACE & GENDER Pl CTURE

ppr essi on, whet her based on gender, race, or class, takes
place on multiple levels including the institutional (rmacro),
i ntergroup(nmeso), and personal (mcro) |levels of social interaction
At all three levels structures and human agency are interactive, that
is structures constrain the choices and actions of individuals while
i ndi vi dual choice and action are at the sane tine determ nant of
structures.

Yet rarely do we provide a multi-leveled or integrative
anal ysis of any of these oppressions. Mich of fem nist analysis has
tended to enphasi ze the personal dynam cs of sexism while many
raci al studi es have tended to focus on the nature of intergroup
prejudice and discrimnation. Studies of class have for the nost
part enphasized the institutional basis of class oppression.' Mre
recently the cl ass-based experi ences of wonen and peopl e of col or
have been brought into wonmen’s studies and racial/ethnic studies.

These efforts have spawned the rapidly growing new field of race,

'Ferree & Hall (1996) in their survey of introductory sociology texts
reach these sane conclusions. The very interesting question of why studies of
gender, race, and class have tended to enphasize different |evels of
oppression will not be taken up here.
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class, and gender, a field that conbines all three w th enphasis on
the intersections.?

Despite the tremendous insights of these intellectua
traditions into the nature of class oppression, what’'s mssing from
our understanding of class oppression is an understanding of class
oppression as “classism” as a systemof social oppression that
operates on multiple levels and that enbraces both social structures
and human agency. Wen viewed as a whole there are three
shortcomngs within the current work on class oppression. The macro
structural insights of Marxist sociologists, political econom sts,
and historians into class oppression are largely ignored in the newer
race and gender studies.® |lgnoring the roots of class oppression in
capitalist economc structures is like ignoring the structural basis
of gender oppression in patriarchy or ignoring racial formations by
focusing only on individual prejudice.

On the other hand, the insights of the newer race and gender
studies into the personal and social dynam cs of oppression and the
role of culture have been largely ignored by those working within

sone Marxist traditions, particularly political economsts. Leaving

2The creation in 1993 of Race, Gender, & dass an interdisciplinary and
mul ticultural journal has played an inportant role in establishing this new
field.

3O course Marxists for a long period of time often ignored race and
especial ly gender and al though that has changed significantly in the | ast
decade or so there is still nuch roomfor inprovenent and class is often
privileged over other oppressions. For a concise review of these issues and
for an analysis of the recent flight fromclass on the | eft see Kandal (1996).
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t he personal and social experiences of people aside is like trying to
change institutions while ignoring human agency and the persona
dynam cs of oppression. Finally, and with rare exceptions, nost
within all of these intellectual traditions, including Mrxists, fai
to identify class oppression as “classism” as a social system of
oppression. This failure has neant an inadequate understandi ng of
cl ass oppression

Unfortunately in the interdisciplinary work on race, gender
and cl ass, class oppression has analytically often been the poor
cousininthis trilogy in spite of the efforts of sone to make cl ass
nore central.* Even when class is explicitly addressed, the concept
of classismrarely appears in the literature and when it does appear
it is usually conceptually ill-defined. Al though there seens to be a
general commitnent to the importance of class issues and experi ences,
the focus is often exclusively on the poor and often focused on
peopl e of color.?®

A wi dely used and ot herw se good reader (Rothenberg 1995) in a
key stage-setting section of the book (Part |l) addresses raci sm
sexism and “class difference” instead of classism This is not just

a matter of labeling preference, it reflects a lack of conceptua

“The newly formed Race, Gender, O ass Section of the American
Soci ol ogi cal Association as well as the journal Race, Gender, & d ass have
been working to nmake class nore central in this trilogy.

SPart of the invisibility of class in Amrerica can be attributed, perhaps
in large neasure, to a racial formation which has col |l apsed cl ass-based
di scourses into race-based ones. See Quadagno (1994).
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clarity which is then further conpounded by the absence of a reading
inthis section dealing centrally with class oppression. 1In the |ead
and critical section (Part |) of this same reader dealing with the
social construction of race, class, and gender the discussion of
class is limted to the so-called “underclass.” Such om ssions are
per haps under st andabl e when there is such a paucity of literature on

cl assi smand on the social construction of class identities.
Anot her study by a social psychol ogi st that actually devel ops

and utilizes the concept of classism a rare instance in the
literature which must be appl auded, fails to structurally |ocate

cl ass oppression and focuses exclusively on the beliefs and behavi or
of the "mddle class" towards the poor (Bullock). This study is
illumnating but the mddle class-poor focus reinforces the
invisibility of the working class majority and the broader structures
of class and class oppression. The absence of structurally based
definitions of class characterize much of the work on race, class,
and gender which often tends to focus nore on the subjective
experience of class through personal narratives, oral histories, and
et hnogr aphi es.

Probably one of the best attenpts to integrate race, class, and
gender has been by historian Ronal d Takaki whose masterful weaving of
t he experiences of race, ethnicity, gender, and class in A D fferent
Mrror has given us to date arguably the best multicultural history
of the U S Yet despite the econom c-based struggl es of working

peopl e that play such a powerful role in binding together the
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multicultural histories of Anericans, the structures of class
oppression are all but invisible in Takaki’'s work.

C assism rooted in the capitalist macrol evel class structures
of exploitation, pits humans agai nst humans. In the dialectics of
structure vs agency, the macrol evel institutions of class
exploitation and conflict clearly have a logic and dynamc of their
own, independent of the wills of individuals who occupy positions
within those structures, constraining what people can and cannot do.
Under st andi ng the class structure of capitalismand its cl ass-based
dynanmics are critical to an understanding of the class oppression of
wor ki ng men and wonen of all racial/ethnic groups.

Human agency is, on the one hand, constrained by the macrol evel
class structures of capitalismwhile at the sane tinme determ ning
(reproducing as well as transform ng) those sane structures.
Under st andi ng the personal and social dynamcs of class as a system
of oppression, and questions of human agency, voice, and identity are
also critical to fully understandi ng class oppression and cl ass
struggl e.

A greater understandi ng of class oppression on all levels is
needed if we are to nore conpl etely understand the intertwi ning of
race and gender with class oppression. nly through such conpl ex
understandi ngs will we be able to neet the chall enge of race, gender
and class liberation, and to create a society free of classi smbased

on racial and gender equality.
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The purpose of this paper is to sketch out a multilevel
anal ysis of class oppression as part of a social system of oppression
(classisn) that begins with a macro-1evel class analysis of
capitalismand extends to the personal and social dynam cs of class
oppression drawi ng on studies (particularly ethnographies and
personal narratives) fromw thin the social sciences an humanities.
On several counts, this paper breaks new ground. Although many
different aspects of class oppressi on have been studi ed throughout
the social sciences and hunmanities, they are scattered and there has
been no attenpt to bring themtogether in any systematic fashion or
viewthemwithin a larger class franework of social oppression
Next, al though the use of the term*“classisni is starting to appear
in oppression studies, it is rarely defined and is conceptual |y
under devel oped conpared with the concepts of racismand sexism?®
G assismis uniquely defined and devel oped here.

Section | first presents a general definition of oppression as
a multi-level social system drawn fromthe nost recent devel opnents
i n oppression theory. Then the concept of classismis defined and
devel oped providing the conceptual framework for the rest of the
paper. Section Il briefly summarizes the political economc
(structural) basis of class oppression drawi ng on the work of

political economsts. Section Ill exam nes the inter-group dynam cs

5Titl e searches with the key word “cl assisnf pulls up on a handful of
references, even within the broadest of searches within the humanities and
soci al sciences literature.



Page 7
of class oppression with an enphasis on class bigotry and prej udi ce.
In Section IV the personal dynam cs of classismare examned with an
enphasi s on the process whereby classist beliefs, attitudes, and
behavi or are internalized in ways that insure that class nenbers play
out their socially expected class rol es(social reproduction).
Section V provides a nmultidinensional analysis of schooling and the
key role it plays in reproducing classism Finally, the inplications
of this multilevel analysis of class oppression are exam ned.

|. dass ppression As a Social System

Qppression can be defined as the "systematic, institutionalized
m streat nent of one group of people by another for whatever
reason( Yamato 1995: 66).” (ppression takes place through a conpl ex
of "everyday practices, attitudes, assunptions, behaviors, and
institutional rules (Lott 1995: 13).” Interactions on the basis of
such oppression are rel ati onal between oppressor and oppressed,
m streater and victim dom nant and subordi nat e.

Qopressi on operates on both nacro, meso, and nmicro | evel s each
interactive with the other. On the macro | evel oppression is a
matter of collectivity, of economc, social, political, and
cultural/ideological institutions. At the meso |evel, oppression
operates at the level of group interaction. The mcro level is a
matter of individuality and identity, our attitudes and interactions

with others(Omn & Wnant 1994: Ch 4; Ferree & Hall 1996). In other
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wor ds, oppressi on operates on personal, inter-group, and
cultural/institutional |evels.

Both structure, the persistent patterns of social relations,
and agency, the self-notivated actions of individuals, are operative
on macro, meso, and nmicro social levels(Ferree & Hall 1996: 930).
Dependi ng upon the | evel, oppression manifests itself differently as
aware and unaware prejudice (attitudes, stereotypes, and behavior);
di scrimnation (power); and institutionalized oppression (control and
soci al reproduction).

O assismcan be defined as the systenatic oppression of one
group by anot her based on econom c distinctions, or nmore accurately
one’s position within the systemof production and distribution
According to Bow es and G ntis(1986) at the institutional |evel
"Structure allows socially consequential power to be enployed agai nst
the wills and efforts of those affected thereby”(101).

The primary relation of classismis econonmc exploitation and
consi sts of squeezing as rmuch | abor out of workers as possible and
appropriating a disproporti onate share of the community's production
(surplus product). dass economc exploitation includes the
m streat nent of people on the job, forcing people to work | ong and
hard under difficult and often dangerous conditions, and the denial
of the denmocratic rights of people to control their own
production/distribution process. Ben Hanper in his working class

nmenoi r Rivethead captures the nature of class exploitation
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I was seven years old the first time | ever set foot

i nside an autonobile factory. The occasion was Famly
N ght at the old Fisher Body plant in Flint...If

not hing el se, this annual peepshow I ent a whole world
of credence to our father's daily grunble. The
assenbly line did indeed stink. The noise was very
close to intolerable. The heat was one conplete
bastard...we found ny old man down the trimline...W
stood there for forty mnutes or so, a mniature
lifetine, and the pattern never changed. Car

wi ndshield. Car, wi ndshield. Drudgery piled atop
drudgery. Cgarette to cigarette. Decades of rolling
through the rafters, bones turning to dust, stubborn
cl ocks gaggi ng down fl esh, another wi ndshield, another
cigarette, wars blinking on and off, thunderstorns
nmuttering the al phabet, crows on power |ines, asleep
or dead, that nechani cal octopus squirm ng agai nst
not hi ng, not hi ng, NOTH NGNESS (Hanper 1991: 1-2).

Al t hough rooted in the econony, classismalso extends to the
social, political, and cultural spheres. Anthropol ogi st Karen Sacks
defines class as "menbership in a comunity that is dependent upon
waged- | abor, but that is unable to subsist or reproduce by such | abor
al one" (Sacks 1989:543). (ne of the virtues of this community-based
definition is that it allows us to view class oppression as part of a
| arger social system of oppression.’

Li ke other forms of oppression, classismat the intergroup

(meso) level consists of prejudice based on negative attitudes toward

"For an excel |l ent et hnographi ¢ community study of a union organi zi ng
drive at the Duke Medical Center that utilizes an integrated multil evel
anal ysis that brings race, class, and gender together see Sacks (1988).
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and cl assi st stereotypes of working class people, and discrimnation
based on overt behaviors that di stance, avoid, and/or exclude on the
basi s of class distinctions(Bullock 1995: 119).
Cass is also clearly a personal experience as Donna Langston

states:

...as a result of the class you are born into and raised
in, class is your wunderstanding of the world and where
you fit in; it's conmposed of ideas, behavior, attitudes,
val ues, and |anguage; class is how you think, feel, act,
look, talk, nove, 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... Ve
experience class at every level of our lives...In other
wor ds, cl ass is socially constructed and all -
enconpassi ng. Wien we experience classism it wll be
because of our lack of noney... and because of the way
we talk, t hi nk, act, nmove- - because  of our cul ture

(Langston 1995: 112).

As individuals our class experience is an inportant part of our
identity, who we are, how we are, and how we relate to others and how
we see the world.?

Cl ass oppression ultinately rests upon a structure of rules and
soci al conventions enbodied in institutions, linguistic convention
unwitten custom and legal practice(Bowes & Gntis 1996:94). Like

any ot her oppression, classismexists because people "agree to" play

8See the special issue “Race, Gender, & dass: Wrking dass
Intell ectual Voices” of Race, CGender, & dass 4(1) 1996
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by the rules. Wen people decide not to play by the rules or try to
change the rules, they are confronted by a range of social responses
fromnormative peer pressure to intervention by |legal authorities to
threats and use of physical violence by the dom nant classes or those
who act on their behalf such as the police or mlitary. The so-
call ed "power"® of the dom nant classes rests upon this structure of
rules, the ideology of classism and the threat or use of violence.

O ass exploitation is then part of a |arger social system of
cl ass oppression called classism Like other fornms of oppression
cl assi smoperates on nacro(institutional), meso(inter-group), and
m cro(i ndi vidual ) social |evels.

Il. The Econom c Face of O ass ppression

The primary institutional basis of classismis the econom c
system Capitalismis structured on the basis of classes. The three
key economc institutions that generate classes are: private
owner shi p; the hierarchical organization of capitalist factories and
offices; and the capitalist division of |labor. These three
institutions produce a cl ass-based system of doni nation and
subordi nati on between owners and those who do not own, between
managers and those who are nmanaged, and between prof essionals and
t hose wi thout professional credentials. These can be subsuned into

two primary structural bases of class oppression

°So- cal | ed because real power lies with the subordinate classes who

represent a clear nmajority, who when united (no snall feat) can and often do

defeat their oppressors.
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1) Capital Ownership: ownership of the neans of production
including the | and, natural resources, equipnent,
machi nery, factories, offices, farnms, and other
busi nesses. Such ownership when it is in the hands of
only a few peopl e yields structural or institutional power
and control over those who do not own capital. Wthout
access to the neans of production, people are unable to
survive economcally and are placed at a structura
di sadvantage rel ative to owners.

2) Command Positions wthin organizational hierarchies

(managers, administrators) and in ternms of educationally
credenti al ed enpl oyees (professionals). Al though they
often serve at the discretion of owers and do not have
ultimate power, managers and professionals often have
legally enforceable and thus institutionalized command and
authority over others.

Those who do not own and do not have command positions make up
the working class najority who account for 73%of U S famlies. The
capitalist owning class who own and control the corporate sector
represent 2% of famlies while the mddle class consists of those who
own snmal | busi nesses(13% or occupy conmand positions based on
hi erarchi cal positions and/or professional credentials within the
private or public sectors(12%.(Bow es & Edwards 1993: 119)

Capitalismis thus structured in a way that generates three prinmary
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classes: a capitalist class, a mddle class, and working cl ass. *
These cl asses are structurally opposed to each other creating a cl ass
system of power and authority, social dom nation and subordi nation
and econom ¢ expl oi tation.

Wthin these class structures, donination has been extended
historically by the use of segnented | abor markets and internal |abor
nmarkets that have separated workers on the basis of artificially
created occupational structures and job |adders. Racial and gender
di fferences have al so been used to further divide and separate
workers. In the face of class struggle, these divide and conquer
strategi es have been effective methods to split workers into
conpeting groups that have mai ntai ned capitalist exploitation and
rates of profit. (Al belda, Drago, Shulman 1997: Ch 7-8)

The macrol evel institutional basis of class oppression goes
beyond t hese econom c structures. The capitalist node of production
requires a capitalist systemthat includes a set of noneconom c
institutions and culture to make it work. The famly, legal/judicia
system government, schools, church, nental health system culture,
and conmunity organi zations are all structured in ways that maintain

and reproduce the capitalist node of production and distribution

1 her class divisions, such as the subsuned cl ass nodel of Wl ff and
Resni ck or the contradictory |ocations nodel of Erik Chlin Wight, can be
substituted here if the reader prefers. The three class nodel presented here
has its origins in N cos Poul antzas' work on the mddle class. For a
di scussion of these class structures see Vanneman & Cannon (1987: Ch. 4),
Wight (1986), and Bel khir (1996).
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Al t hough space does not permt a discussion here of these other
institutional bases of class oppression (schooling will be discussed
in Section V below), understanding the class-based (as well as other
oppression based) nature of these institutions, and the ways in which
these reinforce, extend, and chall enge cl ass oppression, is inportant
to a conpl ete understandi ng of how cl assi smworks. !

I1l. Inter-@oup Dynamcs

Because capitalismlacks a social or rational overal
coordi nati ng nechani sm people are left on their own to conpete for
jobs, resources, and incone. However, the interests of different
econom c classes are structured in such a way that their interests
are often opposed and power is unequally distributed. Due to limted
capital ownership and the linited availability of command positions,
sone people are able to claima disproportionate share of the better
jobs, resources, and inconmes for thensel ves while denying themto
others. The folk wisdom"themthat has gits" captures these
rel ati onshi ps poignantly.

This is, of course, the basis for economc exploitation and is
at the root of all class oppression: the benefits to one class are
often at the expense of other classes. It forns the basis for class
conflict, for inter-group relations anong the three econom c cl asses

as they are pitted agai nst each other, and struggle for economc

The reader is referred to the extensive literature on cl ass oppression
and the role of the state, famly, schools, and culture. See for exanple,
Edwards, Reich, & Wi sskopf (1986) and McNall, Levine, & Fantasia (1991).
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The worsening of this distribution in recent years reflects a
shift in the bal ance of power away fromworkers to the owni ng and
m ddl e cl asses, and away fromthe United States to the other national
centers of capitalist accunulation. Explaining these shifting
fortunes requires an understandi ng of the political econom c dynam cs
of capitalism(see for exanple Bow es & Edwards 1993), particularly

the nost recent trends in globalization, deindustrialization, and the
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forces of econom c destablization(See for exanple Geider 1997). The
effect of all this on the average working class famly in the US. is

shown dramatical ly bel ow
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These distributional struggles formthe underlying basis of

classism The actual content of class relations (class culture) is
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elitist, i.e., class oppression and privileges are defended on the

basis of one person/group claimng to be nore inportant, smarter

better, nore deserving, nore qualified, etc. than another

person/group. These attitudes frame cl ass behavior and thus inter-

class social relations. The oppressed person/group (the working

class) is viewed as less intelligent, less talented, inferior, and

thus not worth very much. Such views can be patronizing ("they are

doi ng the best they can") or they can be vicious ("working class

peopl e are stupid, dirty, lazy, and uncivilized").
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Carol Tarlen (1994), university clerical worker and witer,

wites about what it was |ike growing up working class and bei ng

vi ewed through such a |ens:

I am notivated by the pain and anger

that cones from

being rejected because of ny class background. I want
to prove to all those girls whose parents had
"professional jobs'...the ones whose hair neatly curled

into pageboys; who wore plaid knee-length pleated skirts

and |anbswool sweaters; the ones who

quit associating

with me when | said | lived in...the housing tract

notorious for its Latino and ie

especially the ones who assumed that

i nhabi t ant s; and

having an old

mattress on your front lawmn was a sign of intellectua

inferiority and nor al degeneration--1 want to

prove...that tough girls from the other side of the

highway can't be shoved to the back

of the classroom

anynore, that we have Ilives filled wth Ilove, honor,

i magi nation, risk. See ne, | want to say, acknow edge

ny talent and intelligence(21).

O assist patterns and attitudes such as these are the source of

nmuch prej udi ce and have been used to denigrate and discrininate

agai nst working class people, and to rationalize current and past

oppression of mllions of people the world over.

uni on sentinments, attacks on welfare and the poor

Wdespread anti -

and negative nedi a

stereotypes of working class people, especially TV sitcons, are

exanpl es of classismin action.?®?

2For a discussion of class bias and the nedia see Puette (1992) and

Bul I ock (1995:127-130).
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Such individual classist beliefs and attitudes frame inter-
class relations (behavior), and they facilitate the systematic
econom ¢ expl oitation and oppression of working people. The
obj ective structures of class oppression and exploitation require, on
a subjective level, socially held classist beliefs and attitudes. O
a social level, individually held beliefs are rooted in a cultura
bel i ef system a classist ideology which rationalizes class
oppression as just and equitable. In the US. it is acultura
belief in the ideology of individual achievenment, the nyth of
neritocracy, where anyone can nake it if they work hard, that
individuals rise on the basis of their own effort and ability.
Success honors those who nmake it and failure stigmatizes those who
fail. Conservatives tend to enphasize noral failure, criticizing and
scorni ng those who fail, while liberals tend to focus on deficiency,
expressing pity and concern for those unfortunate enough to
fail (Lewis 1978: 10).

Al though cast in ternms of individuals and equal opportunities,
this ideology is classist. It casts working class people as inferior
and i ncompetent, and m ddl e and owni ng cl ass people as superior if
not blessed by God. It allows people to rationalize and ignore class
oppression, to see and understand the social universe as merely the

result of individual interaction, and to view class oppression as
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“normal ” and a "natural" part of a secular or divine order.*® The
Bel | Curve, the recent best-selling book by Herrnstein and Mirray, is
an attenpt to renew and legitimate this viewin the face of currently
growi ng class and racial inequality and bigotry.*

There are many powerful studies of gender and race supporting
the position that while biology(nature) does play sone role in
expl ai ni ng gender and racial differences, environment (culture) plays
a far nore powerful role in explaining social differences(Otner and
Wi t ehead 1981; Jaggar 1988: Part Two). Al though studies on the
causes of class differences are not as extensive, there is sone
evi dence and every reason to assume that class inequality and cl ass
differences are not reflective of natural or innate differences, but
are acquired and socially constructed. Rather than being part of
our innate nature, class differences are culturally constructed and

socially enforced by classism

B amgrateful to ny coll eague, sociol ogi st Susan Rose, for rem nded ne
of the powerful role of religion in legitimating classism Her own path
breaki ng work on religious fundanentalismillum nates the powerful hold that
religion can have on people. See particularly Rose (1988).

YFor an excellent critique of Rchard Herrnstein's and Charles Mirray's
The Bell Qurve (NY: The Free Press, 1994) see O aude Fischer, et al Inequality
by Design: Cacking the Bell Qurve Mith (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University
Press, 1996).

For a good sunmary and di scussion of this evidence see Argyle (1994).
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I'V. Personal Dynanics of d assism

At the personal or individual level, the internalization of
classist beliefs, attitudes, and behavior is the result of a
socializing and conditioning process which consists of installing on
i ndi vidual s patterns of behavior, mannerisns, and beliefs that insure
conformty to class roles.' To occupy such rol es people have to be
conditioned. Acting out or occupying these roles requires that we
give up part of our uniquely human qualities, of choosing our own
identities.' W are given the choice as young children to play out
our socially expected role(s), a painful process at best, or get
puni shed with far worse. |If you are fenale and act |ike a boy, or
white and act black, or owning class and act working class, if you
resist role conditioning, you risk humliation and isolation, being

ostraci zed and subjected to enotional and physical abuse.?®

8 The following anal ysis is based on the co-counseling theory devel oped
by Harvey Jackins (1972) and the experiences of the International Re-
Eval uati on Co- Counsel i ng Communi ti es who have been working to heal the affects
of oppression, reclaimtheir full human potential and shape their own
identities. For a summary, extension, and further discussion of these ideas
see Barone (1995).

Al t hough the nature of human bei ngs has been debated for centuries,
without entering into that debate, it is here assumed that these inherent
human qualities are our capacity to |l ove, our power to take charge of our
uni verse and affect change, our capacity for rational and intelligent thought,
our ability to feel and be conpletely sensitive to our own and each others
humani ty, and our capacity for conplete joy and excitenent.

Mt erial success and economi c security are held out as rewards in
return for occupying oppressor roles, replacing genuine human needs with an
artificially created nmaterialismwhich serves both to keep people in their
socially constructed roles and fuel capitalist accumulation. See Wachtel
(1983).
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Rol e conditioning begins at birth, extends through young
adul thood and is then reinforced throughout adulthood. Wen we are
young we have little choice but to subnit to conditioning and carry
out our prescribed social roles.

W wor ki ng- cl ass peopl e have been condi tioned as
children to be submssive, to devalue ourselves, to
think we are ignorant conpared to other people, to feel
power | ess, to settle for very little, to accept
insecurity as an unavoidable fact of life, to fee
‘lucky to have a job,” and to despise ourselves and each
other for not standing up for ourselves and each other
and for giving in to violence at each other and to

al cohol i sm(Jacki ns 1988: 3).

Once conditioned into our respective socially constructed rol es
(most of us occupy nmultiple roles, e.g., white gay mal e working cl ass
or bl ack heterosexual femal e nmiddle class) rmuch of our identity,
behavi or, actions, and interactions relate back to our socializing
experi ences as young children.® This process is not without its own
structural contradictions. Waites (1993) argues that the
socialization and conditioning of fenmales into socially constructed

gender roles creates dil emmas and doubl e binds. For exanpl e,

From birth, little girls are subjected to incessant but
contradictory nmessages about their sexuality....Be
attractive, but not seductive; be noticeably femnine
but not provocative; be helpful, but not controlling

(45- 46).

®For a discussion of the ways in which these early experiences play
t hensel ves out later on in dom nant/subordi nate social relationships see
Bar one (1995).
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Taylor, Glligan, & Sullivan (1995) in their study of a diverse group
of adol escent femal es fromworking class famlies found simlar kinds
of dilemmas and doubl e bi nds based on cl ass, race, and gender

Rol e reproduction is further conplicated by the “conpl ex ways
in which people nediate and respond to the interface between their
own |ived experiences and structures of dom nation and constraint.”?
As a result cultures of resistance nmay devel op al ongsi de cul tures of
accommodati on. Et hnographi ¢ studi es show that while working cl ass
cultures of resistance have transfornative potential they w nd up
reproducing class roles and structures(MclLeod 1995; WIllis 1977).

Al though these contradictory structures of class conditioning

and the interplay of human agency are inportant, given the generally
reproductive outcones, they can be safely ignored here.?
Furthernore, in spite of the variability of individual working class
patterns across race and gender, the focus here is on the nore
general working class patterns of identity, attitudes, behavior, and
i nteraction.

As a result of social conditioning many of the working class

internalize negative beliefs and stereotypes about thenselves. W

2Henry G roux Theory and Resi stance as quoted in MacLeod (1995: 19)

2'Al t hough the structure of class oppression nay overwhel m hunan agency
here, class struggle and resistance at the mcro as well as other socia
levels is not entirely without effect. This will be discussed along with the
political inplications of this approach later in the paper
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are bonbarded daily with thousands of subtle and not so subtle

nessages about oursel ves and ot hers.

I renenber-the pain of being humliated because | was a

skinny child who was teased at school for wearing too

small dresses and living in a trailer; or a recent
hum liation when one of the faculty | work for gave ne
dirty look because | forgot to give her a nessage...|

remenber sitting at nmy receptionist’s desk as two fenale
faculty carried on a conversation literally over ny
head, discussing the private schools their children were

attendi ng, oblivious to ny presence (Tarlen 1994: 21).

These cl assi st nmessages have a powerful affect on people, nmaking the
social construction of reality appear as the natural state of human
bei ngs. d assi smexperienced on a daily basis by working class
peopl e rei nforces class conditioning. Wrking class people tend to
vi ew t hensel ves and be seen by others as not very smart or stupid,
uneducated and inarticul ate, poor |eaders, lacking in ability and
| azy, crude and uncivilized. But they viewthose in the mddle and
owni ng class as superior and nore intelligent, anmbitious, with
greater poise, self-confidence and | eadership (Argle 1994:Ch 9).
Judy Kuj undzic (1988) speaks out about what it's |ike being

wor ki ng cl ass:

What's hard about being working-class is never feeling

like you' re working class enough. Like you don't work
hard enough or you're not funny enough...lt’s hard to
speak up. It’s hard to notice that you think real well

and to go ahead and do it, not just freezing up even
after you decide you're going to think and act...It's

hard to notice how smart you are, that you think all the
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time...It’s sonetimes hard to renmenber how clever other
wor ki ng-cl ass people are because they work real hard at
covering it wup and acting dunb whenever the situation
seens like that's what's required...lIt’s hard getting
people to take action, to nove against how they feel, to
nove as a group, although it can be done...The other
thing about being working-class is the hopel essness, the
sense that you know there are so many things wong, and
you can't figure out where to start to take them on and

pull them down (67-68).

This is called internalized oppression and as a result many becone
resigned to their class fate and show deference to one's "betters."
Menbers of oppressed groups are enotionally, physically, and
spiritually abused until they begin to believe that oppression is
their lot inlife, that it is somehow deserved, natural, right, or
conversely, that it does not exist (Yamato 1995: 66).

Carissa Sligh, artist and photographer, shares her experience
growi ng up working cl ass:

.1 began to notice that people who had nore than us
felt that because we had to scrape to get by, that they
were better than us. | began to believe it too. Momra
said they worked harder, had nore than one job, and

handl ed their noney better than us(Sligh 1994: 254).

Internalized oppression insures the perpetuation (reproduction) of
the class systemfromone generation to the next. Suzanne Lipsky
(1987) explains the power and role of internalized oppression

Internalized racism has been the primary neans by which
we have been forced to perpetuate and ‘agree’ to our own

oppr essi on. It has been a mmjor factor preventing us,
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as black people, from realizing and putting into action
the trenendous intelligence and power which in reality

we possess(1).

O ass oppression, like racism requires that individuals internalize
cl ass dom nation and subordination and to the extent that we do we
becone resigned to our fates. Although there is mobility (up and
down), class stability is the norm? Even those who fight back and
rebel often wind up reproducing the very class systemthey are

rebel Iing agai nst. 23

Oming class and mddle class children are al so conditioned in
simlar ways and generally internalize the belief that they are
superior, snmarter, and good | eaders, and that working class peopl e
are inferior and worthl ess. These beliefs, and the attitudes and
behavi or that acconpani es them nake up the classist oppressor
pattern and insure that nost mddle and owni ng cl ass young peopl e
wi Il occupy mddl e and owning cl ass positions.

M ddl e cl ass peopl e have been placed in a precarious position
bet ween the owning class and the working class; they are both
oppressed and oppressor. Cten plagued by feelings of inadequacy,
guilt, a fear of falling and noral slippage, not working hard enough
not bei ng productive enough, and conplicity in class oppression

m ddl e cl ass peopl e, underneath their pretenses, have been hurt and

22The dynam cs of class stability and schooling are clearly illum nated
in MacLeod (1995). For the nost recent data on incorme nobility see M shel
Bernstein, & Schmitt (1996:97ff).

2See WIlis' (1977) classic working class enthnography.
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hel d prisoner inside their humanly constricted and conditioned rol es.
Putting a happy face on it all often takes an extraordi nary anount of
energy, and it takes its toll on mddle class people in spite of the
generally held belief that they are living the "Amrerican Dream "2

O assismresults in peopl e whose basi c hurmanity has been
seriously distorted and whose hurman val ues have been conproni sed and
nenbers of the owning class are no exception. Al though Marx
recogni zed the alienation of the bourgeoisie, there are few
contenporary studies of the harnful effects of class oppression on
the dom nant cl asses. ?°

Cookson and Persell (1986) in their study of elite private
school s describe what they call the “prepping” process of upper class

children
.the systematic wearing down of individual identities
into a single collective identity...Wat we found was a
conspi racy of f or ces- power f ul institutional control s,
peer pressures and personal resignation...Iln order to

forge the prep personality, the schools rely on...strict

24 For an interesting analysis of mddle class angst see Erhenrich
(1990) .

2There is a growing literature on the negative effects of racismon
whites and sexi smon nmen, see for exanple Feagin & Vera (1995:Ch 7); Bowser &
Hunt (1996); Bl ood, Tuttle, & Lakey(1995); and |rwi n, Jackins, &rei ner (1992).
Li ke raci smand sexi sm classismforces nenbers of dom nant classes into
socially conditioned and constructed roles, roles that, although they may
"benefit" fromin material and other ways, separate themfrommany of their
distinctively human qualities. 1In addition to Cookson and Persell (1986) on
class, see the witings of psychoanal yst M chael Maccoby(1976) whose work with
weal thy clients has provided insights into the owiing class psyche. The
journal Com ng Home (1996) contains many stories of owning class people who
are giving up their destructive patterns of oppression.
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di sci pli ne, shared rituals, and what we call ‘ deep

structural regul ation’ (35).

Quite the opposite of places of privileges, these schools are
oppressi ve, exanples of what sociologists call “total institutions”
wher e individual needs are conpletely subordinated to the goal s of
the institution. The human cost of owning class conditioning is

hi gh:
The psychol ogi cal price of preppi ng i ncl udes a

relinqui shing of personal identity, a loss of innocence
and a growh of cynicism Having paid their dues,
students who survive the rite of passage obtain
nenbership in an elite group, which they enbrace with a
strong sense of psychol ogi cal and soci al

entitlenent(35).

Cookson and Persell go on to conclude that the “structure of boardi ng
school life prepares many students for a life as prisoners of their
class” creating “generations of individuals, some of whomare
crippled, rather than enpowered, by privilege (35).”

Al though cl ass conditioni ng has negative affects on al
classes, it is still a way of constructing owiing and m ddl e cl ass
dom nance, creating people who will oppress others. Wrking class
peopl e have borne the brunt of class oppression both through the
denial of the fruits of their labor (low and i nadequate incormes,
poverty, econom c hardship) and through m streatnent both on and off
the job (overwork, injuries, illness, death, oppressive work
conditions, layoffs). Wrking class people experience on a daily

basis subtle and overt class bigotry as they are confronted with
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m ddl e and owni ng cl assist attitudes and behavior. |ndeed, the
repeated acting out of classism reinforces across lifetines class
oppression and the exploitation of working people, in the same way
that sexi smand raci smenforce the oppressi on of wonen and peopl e of
col or.

G her fornms of oppression have been subnerged in the precedi ng
anal ysis of class. Wthin classes there are many inportant
di fferences such as race, ethnicity, religion, gender, sexuality,
nati onality, occupation, and geographic that make our subjective and
obj ective experiences within classes sonetimes very different from
each other. This often makes class a very confusing experience for
many of us and creates “fractured identities.” It means that there
is no single class perspective or standpoint, but rather nultiple
cl ass perspectives.?® However, it is inportant not to | ose sight of
the overall class structure of exploitation and oppression wthin
whi ch these class differences play thensel ves out and whi ch shape the
choices of individuals. Equally inportant, the very structures of
cl ass oppression are al so thensel ves shaped by race and gender

oppression as independent forns of social dom nation

26The i nportance of different stand points cones out of the work on
f em ni st epi stenol ogy, see especially the work of Sandra Harding. Standpoint
net hodol ogi es have been extended to mul tipl e-standpoi nts including race,
class, and gender. Patricia HII-Collins (1991) work on bl ack fem nist
thought is instructive.
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V. dassism Schooling, and d ass Reproduction

A key distinguishing quality of the owning class is that
capi tal ownership can be inherited whereas the command positions of
the mddle class cannot. Mddle class youth often nust becone
credenti al ed before they can obtain conmand positions. O course,
they have all the advantages that their class positions confer upon
t hem - noney, confidence, good schools, social connections, and even
nepoti sm?2” (One of ny middle-class college students wote of her

cl ass background:

When | was six years old, ny girls friends and | used to
sit around and talk about where we would go to college.
It wasn't a choice, we just knew that we would go to
coll ege and becone professionals... Wen | graduate from
college | wll work for a large luxury hotel and wll

manage ny own hotel soneday (Student Paper).

This student's sense of mddl e class confidence and entitl ement
stands out; college and a successful professional career appear as a
birthright, not something one nust struggle for and if |ucky achieve.

Contrast this with a working class voice

In 1980 | got a clerical job at a wuniversity...After
twelve years, | was laid off [discarded as so nuch hunman
excrenent] . This job neant a lot to ne, since | had no
hope of ever getting ' professional'’ enpl oyrent .
Although | attended college, | never finished. I felt
alienated from ny mddle-class peers. Witing papers
was agony, because t he l'i near, rational t hi nki ng

2T n nepotismsee “The New Nepotism Wy Dynasties Are Making a
Correback” Busi ness Wek. April 4, 1988: 106-109.
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required of them was inpossible for sonmeone wth ny
backgr ound. Therefore, the working class for nme is
sonething there is no escape from It's an eterna

present as well as menory (Joseph 1995: 137).

The school system at the institutional |evel plays a
predom nant role in both the social conditioning process and the
reproduction and legitimation of class inequality.?® WIIl known are
the effects of property-based school taxes which result in inferior
schools in less wealthy working class comrunities.? Additionally,
next to the famly, schools are perhaps the nost inportant
condi tioning agent, holding out the prom se of individual nobility
whil e reinforcing expected social roles and insuring the success of
the already successful. Wthin domnant cultural discourse
education is erroneously viewed as a sorting process where
individual s with superior abilities do well academcally and are
rewarded with command positions and econom c privileges. Individuals
with inferior abilities or who are not notivated and do not work
hard, do not do well in school and wind up in working class positions
with | ow pay and poor working conditions or without a job at all.

Cass inequality is thus rationalized as a meritocracy.

28For a good anal ysis of schooling and class reproduction based on
et hnogr aphi ¢ studi es see MacLeod (1995) and WIlis (1977). See also the
ext ensi ve work by educational theorist Mchael Apple.

2The best contenporary study of unequal schooling is Jonathan Kozol's
Savage | nequaiti es.
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Jay MaclLeod’s now classic 1987 working cl ass et hnography, Ain't
No Makin' It, shows the fallacy of the belief that hard work and
notivation always pay off. This study focuses on two groups of
wor ki ng class teens who live in the same housing project. The white
Hal | wvay Hangers, who see the systemas rigged against them refuse to
go along; they aren’t notivated, don’t study, and rebel at every
chance. The black Brothers, on the other hand, do all the right
things; they are notivated, behave thensel ves, and have the right
val ues for success. Yet both sets of teens wind up not naking it.
MacLeod expl ai ns:

Conservative and |'i beral conment at or s al i ke often
contend that if the poor would only apply thenselves,
behave responsibly, and adopt bourgeois val ues, then
they will propel thenselves into the nmddle class. The

Brothers follow the recipe quite <closely Dbut t he

outcones are disappointing. They illustrate how rigid
and dur abl e t he cl ass structure is. Aspirati on,
application, and intelligence often fail to cut through
the firm figurations of structural inequality...[The
Brot hers’ ] dr eans of confortabl e subur ban bliss
currently are dreans deferred, and likely to end up as

dreans denied (1995: 241).

Per haps the biggest fraud of all perpetuated by the schoo
systemis the underlying belief that individuals differ significantly

interns of innate intelligence.®* School performance data shows

Wl liam Ryan argues that the differences in “inherited” qualities nust
differ significantly if they are to explain economc inequality. On this point
and ot her controversies over defining and neasuring intelligence see Ryan
(1981); Blum (1978); Argyle (1994. Ch 7); and Fischer et al (1996).
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in school as

children of the mddle or owiing classes (Walsh & Wtt 1985).

Ther ef or e,

smart, or intelligent.

Thi s enphasis on intellectual

at the heart of "higher" education. 3

it is incorrectly assuned that they nust not be as bright,

inequality lies

The reality is that schools are systematically bi ased agai nst

wor ki ng cl ass students.
being (often referred to as cul tural

depreciated and invalidated in school s. *

Wr ki ng cl ass ways of knowi ng,

seei ng, and

capital) are systematically

Educati on and much of what

is taught is based on niddle and owni ng class ways of knowi ng,

seei ng, and bei ng.

Ant hropol ogi st and linguist Shirley Brice Heat h(1983) has done

an et hnographi ¢ study of two Sout hern working class comunities and

she docurents these class (and race) based educati onal biases:
The school is not a neutral objective arena; it is an
institution which has the goal of changing people's
values, skills, and know edge bases. Yet sone portions
of the popul ation, such as [the niddle and owning
cl asses], bring with them to school linguistic and
cul tural capi tal accunul at ed t hr ough hundr eds of
thousands of occasions for practicing the skills and
espousing the values the schools transnit. Long before
reachi ng school , [ such] children. .. have made t he

31"H gher education” is of course structured and based very much on a

whol e set of cl assi st,

need to transformthese oppression-based structures as well

as wel |

as raci st and sexi st,

beliefs. As faculty we

as elimnate the

elitismand arrogance that many of us have internalized.

%2For a discussion and study of these biases see MacLeod (1995: Ch 6).
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transition from hone to the larger societal institutions
which share the values, skills, and know edge bases of
the school. Their eventual positions of power in the
school and the workplace are foredestined in the
conceptual structures which they have learned at hone
and which are reinforced in school and nunerous other

institutions (367-368).

According to |l anguage and literature professor Janet Zandy(1994)

O al | anguage (vocabul ary, synt ax, inflection
pronunciation, diction, exclanations, blessings, curses)
is a giveaway class identity marker...Cass marks not
only our tongues, but also our bodies. Wor ki ng- cl ass
people practice a language of the body that eludes
theoretical textual studies. Wor ki ng-cl ass people do
not have the quiet hands or the neutral faces of the

privileged cl asses(5).

These class narkers identify one’ s social and econom c cl ass
background, making it difficult to hide one's class background or
assinlate into another class or avoid class bigotry and prejudice
I et al one negotiate the educational terrain that relies on mddle and
owni ng class cultural capital

Li ngui sti c studies®*® show that m ddl e and owni ng cl ass students,
because they often come froma nore isolated and individualistic
envi ronment, have to explain thenselves, their positions, and ideas
at | ength because they cannot assume shared neani ng. Everything has
to be carefully explained and fully articulated to insure meaning for

the listener. Working class students, on the other hand, often cone

3% Much of this work is based on the pioneering class studies by Basi
Bernstein which is summarized in MacLeod (1995: Ch 2) and Argyle (1994: Ch 6).
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froma nore communal environnent where they are nore connected to
others and where nmeaning is often shared through comon experi ences.
They don't have to explain thenselves at |length and in such detai
because they can assune the |istener has a shared context and will
under st and.

Wr ki ng class use of |anguage and ways of know ng are thus
contextual and organi c whereas mddl e and owni ng cl ass are el aborat ed
and linear. Schooling enmphasizes the linguistic patterns and the
ki nds of thinking that white, nale mddle and owni ng cl ass patterns
generate. Anyone whose linguistic patterns or thinking do not fit
this normor who have difficulty adapting to such norns are
systematically depreciated and | abeled inferior, slow stupid, or
| earni ng di sabl ed and are graded and tracked accordingly.

Because of the inherent classist basis of schooling, working
cl ass students often performpoorly, while mddl e and upper class
students do well. Ethnographic studies confirmthese results and
reveal the ways that mddl e and owni ng cl ass behavioral norns are
val i dated whil e working class norns are punished and invalidated in
school (MacLeod 1995; Heath 1983).

Many do not attenpt to cross these class divides, choosing not
torisk failure in what is sonmetimes perceived as a rigged gane as
the following statenent fromone of MacLeod' s (1995) working cl ass
student interviews illustrates:

SHORTY: Hey, you can't get no education around here

unless you're fucking rich, y know? You can't get no
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education...And you can't get a job once they find out
where you cone from ‘You from darendon Heights? Oh

shit. It’s themkids again' (p.121).

Goup loyalty is often valued nore highly than upward nobility so
there is resistance to be being separated fromone’'s class peers.
Oten individual survival is viewed as dependent upon nenbership in a
group and group nmenbership is valued nore highly than individua

mobility. The follow ng exchange between MacLeod and anot her wor ki ng

class student illustrates this point:
JINKS: 1'd say -everyone nore or |less has the sane
attitudes toward school: fuck it. Except the bookworns-

people who just don’t hang around outside and drink, get
high, who sit at honme-they’'re the ones who get the
educat i on.

JM And they just decided for thensel ves?

JINKS: Yup
JM So why don’t more [low income] people decide that
way ?

JINKS: Y know what it is Jay? W all don’t break away
because we’'re too tight. Qur friends are inportant to
us. Fuck it. If we can't make it together, fuck it. Fuck

it all(119).
O course there are young people who in spite of these risks do
cross school class boundaries. Many are not successful and bl ane
thensel ves for failure (internalized oppression). For working class
students, doing well in school means being bi-cultural and bi-
lingual, and it often neans a denial of one's self, culture, and
peopl e. Carol Faul kner(1994), a teacher at Lane Community College in

O egon, wites about college and the costs of becom ng an academ c:
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A college education was never ny birthright, but
sonething | always knew | had to struggle to get. I was
sixteen when ny nother cane to ny school, pulled ne out
of history class, and told ne the shop was closing. %%
father was already disabled by then, and | went back to
class dazed with a picture in ny head of having to
forget college and go to work to support ny parents as
nmy father had done before ne. It's hard to explain what

getting an education has neant to ne, but nore and nore

I ask nyself what good is it to have arrived if 1 have
to pretend to be soneone else when | get there. What |
really want is to be accepted and respected for who | am

within the academ ¢ community(201).

Many of the upwardly nobile working class find thenselves with
a foot in both worlds but do not feel at home in either world.

Sennett’s and Cobb’s classic work, The H dden Injuries of d ass,

vividly portrays the personal costs experienced by upwardly nobile
wor ki ng cl ass people, the costs of class assimlation.* Jake Ryan's
and Charles Sackrey’ s(1984) collection of stories by academ cs from
t he working class, who |ike Carol Faul kner above have difficulty
fitting in, reveals both the difficulty of assimlation as well as
the classismon col |l ege and university canmpuses. One faculty menber
suns his experience up this way:

Being a working class academic is sonetimes very |lonely.
It’s difficult to relate to nost colleagues, but it is

also difficult to relate to working-class folks, who

34Steinitz and Sol onon (1986) find in their ethnographic study of
mobi ity in working class communities, that the experience of nobility is
conti ngent and depends upon a nunber of factors, not just class background.
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tend not to trust you since got to be a “Doctor”

(Sackrey and Ryan 1984: p 257).

Al though nore difficult to identify than say sexi smor racism
given the existing |l ow |l evel of class awareness, classist patterns of
behavi or and attitudes anong the faculty of college and universiti es,
particularly nore elite institutions, make it difficult for those
wi th working class backgrounds to fit in. The sane is true for
students and nore generally for others fromthe working class in
other mddl e class settings.*

The mddl e classes in many ways are the standard bearers of
US culture and society. Mst Americans dreamof, if not aspire to,
mddle class status and it is the mddle class, at |east the white
het erosexual gentile mddle class, that set the standards of
"normality" by which nost people are judged both in and out of
school. Mddle class standards of cleanliness, deneanor, quietness,
pl easant ness, hard work, and denial are exanples of such behaviora
norms or yardsticks. These norns are reinforced by the famly,
school s, and by the nmental health system of counsel ors,

psychol ogi sts, and psychiatrists. %

% n addition to Ryan and Sackrey (1984) there are a nunber of other
studies of faculty fromthe working class: Tokarczyk and Fay (1993); Penel ope
(1994): and Dews and Law (1995). Also the 1996 issue of Race, Gender, and
O ass (4(1)) is devoted to working class intellectual voices and Zandy (1994)
i ncl udes the voices of cultural workers raised working class.

%For a discussion of the nental health systemand its role in
mai ntai ning class as well as other forns of oppression see Foner and Al exander
(1991).
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However, these standards or norms were not generated in a
social vacuum they are the characteristics and patterns of behavior
required for mddl e class command positions (managers and
prof essionals). Mddle class standards are enforced by the owni ng
class whomthe mddl e classes serve. According to sociol ogi st Edna

Bonaci ch

In nmy view, mddle class people (including nmnyself) are
essentially t he sergeants of t he system We

professionals and managers are paid by the wealthy and

powerful, by corporations and the state, to keep things
in order. Qur role is one of naintaining the [class]
system .. W are a sem-elite. W are given higher
salaries, social status, better jobs, and better Ilife
chances as paynent for our service to the system If we

were not useful to the power elite, they would not

reward us(Bonacich 1989)

The interplay of class structure and human agency, and the
interplay between macro, nmeso, and micro social levels are quite
compl ex. dassism schooling, and the shunting of individuals into
capitalist class structures both preserves the illusion of just
desserts while reproduci ng class structures and cl ass oppression

VI. Sunmmary and | nplications

O assism rooted in the capitalist macrol evel class structures
of econom c exploitation, pits humans agai nst humans. 1In the
di al ectics of structure versus agency, the macrol evel institutions of
class exploitation and conflict clearly have a | ogic and dynam c of

their own, independent of the wills of individuals who occupy



Page 40
positions within those institutions, constraining what people can and
cannot do. Capitalist class nmacro-structures reach down i nto neso
and mcro social levels, constraining human agency at these |evels as
wel | .

The whol e purpose of classismas an ideology is to justify past
and conti nui ng econonic exploitation and alienation of the working
class. It is not so nuch that people are in fundarmental conflict
with each other, as it is that capitalismstructures our personal and
social relationships with each other in ways that are fundanental |y
in opposition. Wthout an essential understanding of these politica
econom c structures of class exploitation and conflict, and the
dynani cs of cl ass-based econonic systens, then our understandi ng of
the nature of class oppression will be very limted, as will our
under st andi ng of the cl ass-based nature of wonen’s oppression and the
oppression of people of color.

However, while human agency is constrai ned by these cl ass
structures on macro, neso, and mcro social |levels, agency is at the
sane tinme determning (reproducing as well as transformng) those
sane structures. Hstorically the interplay of structure and agency
is clear. People both create institutions and are created by them
The subj ective basis of capitalist institutions is the patterned
attitudes and behaviors of individuals. Like other fornms of
oppression, class oppression requires that people be socialized and

conditioned to occupy and play out their respective class roles and
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participate in class oppression. These nmicrolevel forces help to
explain how individuals |learn their particular class outl ook
manneri sns, deneanor, and culture, indeed how individuals wthin
cl asses think, choose, and act in the world.

At the macro social |evel, oppression appears to operate
i ndependent of human will or volition. 1In the dialectic of structure
and agency, structure appears to win out over hunan agency. However,
the subjective basis of these institutions and culture is the
patterned behavior and attitudes of individuals. The same
conditioned patterns that formmch of the basis for our identity,
attitudes, behavior, and interaction at the mcro |level also provide
the underlying basis for macro | evel econonmc, social, and politica
institutions. The patterns or records naterialize at this structura
level and exist in a frozen ordered state, as "products" of hunman
creation.

O ass patterns of thinking and behavior at the personal |evel
hold classismin place at the inter-group mesol evel and account for
t he on-going class bigotry and prejudi ce experienced by the working
class. Punping surplus |abor out of workers (exploitation), the
raison d etre of classism could not exist wthout classismanynore
than the oppression of people of color or wonen coul d exist without
raci smand sexi sm The ongoi ng aware and unaware rehearsal of the
patterns of class bigotry and prejudice serves to keep peopl e | ocked

into the systemof class oppression, as “prisoners” of their class.
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O assism prevents people fromcreating a classless society free of
classism w th econonic structures of cooperation and sharing.

A though all the inplications of the analysis of classism
sket ched out here have yet to be worked out, a couple of prelimnary
observations can made. At the nost general |evel this analysis
provides a nore inclusive multilevel analytic franework within which
to view and understand cl ass oppression as a soci al system of
oppression. Defining and bringing classisminto the picture allows
us to see better sone of the mcro, neso, and nmacro | evel dinensions
of cl ass-based oppression, social dom nation, and
reproduction/resi stance by understanding these as part of a |arger
system of class oppression that is rooted in and based on econom c
exploitation. Bringing in a political econonic analysis of class-
based exploitation and the dynam cs of the capitalist econony allows
us to see beyond the individual stories of econom c hardship (or
success) experienced by working wonen and men. dass is nore than
just about “difference” it is about the systematic econonic
exploitation and the appropriation of econom c resources, about the
structures of class oppression

On the other hand, class is nore than just economcs, and the
personal and social dynam cs of classismare equally inportant
di mensions to be understood and are often m ssed by those who focus
nore narromy on the macrostructures of class oppression. The |ived

experience of workers and their famlies, the subjective voices and
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experiences of working people, bring life and a new vi brancy to the
nore structural -based cl ass research

From a race, gender, and class perspective the anal ysis of
cl assi sm provided here is inconpl ete because neither race or gender
have been explicitly taken into account, even though many of the
wor ki ng cl ass voi ces contained w thin these pages have been the
voi ces of wonmen and people of color. However, the task has been to
explicitly extend our understandi ng of class and classismso that we
m ght better understand that particul ar di mension of race, gender
and class oppression. Cdearly all three are at play simltaneously
on all three social |levels, and as MacLeod (1995:248) has shown in
hi s et hnography, each can magnify or mtigate the effects of the
other. dass, as an independent mechani sm can have nultiplicative
effects on race and gender, as well as having interactive affects
where class is intertwined with race and gender

O course, what is true here froma class perspective al so
holds true froma race or gender perspective. Wile both race and
gender are cl assed experiences, class is both a raced and gendered
experience. Indeed, the structures of class oppression are affected
by race and gender. For exanple, capitalismas a class-based node of
production can al so be viewed as the | atest stage of patriarchy where
nmen have al ways dom nated wonen no natter whether slavery, feudalism

or capitalism Each of these class-based nodes of production has
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provided the material basis for the donmination of woren. (Al -H bri
1981)

Wiile it certainly does not nmake sense to rank these
oppr essi ons, dependi ng upon the |ocation, one or the other may be the
nore primary shaper of our experiences within particular social
sites. dass may be a nore primary shaper of our econom c
experiences even though those experiences are very much influenced by
race and gender, while the famly or community nay be nore infl uenced
by race or gender even though class is not an irrel evant determ nant
of behavior within those sites. (Wight 1997: Ch 6)

By view ng class oppression as a nmultilevel process where
social structure and human agency interact, and where race, gender
and class interact, we can begin to see nore clearly some of the
compl exities of the process of social reproduction/resistance and the
ways that people are conditioned and socialized to participate as
oppressor and oppressed within the institutions of capitalist class
exploitation. Social contradictions abound on all social levels
within the node of production, within the capitalist systemas a
whol e at other institutional sites such as the state, fanmly,
schools, or within capitalist culture, and in the social and persona
dynanmi cs of class oppression. Mich nore attention needs to be given
to the exact nature of these social contradictions if we are to
devel op nore effective political strategies and policies for class

i beration.
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Endi ng cl ass oppression in this vieww Il require nore than
just inproving the standard of living of society's poorest citizens
or aredistribution of income. It will also take nore than just
changi ng people’s attitudes. Bringing class oppression to an end,
requires the elimnation of classismon all social |evels including
changi ng the nacrol evel structures of capitalism Wile class is
primarily linked to exploitation and control over econom c resources,
and has a powerful influence on individual attitudes and actions on
all social levels, people are not passive or indifferent in the face
of such pressures.

The intellectual and political challenge is to understand and
expl oit both the oppositional and col |l aborative forces of human
agency for radical reformand revol utionary social structural change.
Structure and agency are clearly interactive across multiple |evels,
sites and | ocati ons as shown about in the analysis of schooling.

Qur failure to understand the personal and social dynam cs of
classism along with the dynam cs of racismand sexism is perhaps
one of the principle reasons for the failure of the left to organize
and nobilize effective working class reformor revol utionary
novenents. This is one of the | essons of the femnist and anti -

raci smnovenents: institutional changes are limted by changes in
the attitudes and behavi or of individual men and whites. The
femnist political slogan “the personal is political” applies with

equal force to classism
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On a personal level freeing ourselves (all classes) from
cl assismrequires reversing the conditioning process through healing
t he wounds of class oppression, reclaimng our past and present class
experiences, and sorting out how classismpresently and in the past
prevents us from bei ng oursel ves, from shaping our own identites, and
fromhaving the kinds of relationships we want with all people.?*
Reversing class conditioning, particularly working class internalized
oppression, is key to successful working class liberation. As
schol ar activists we are not immune to the larger social and cultura
forces of classism and are thus not free of classismno matter how
much we m ght chanpi on working class liberation. W need to address
the ways that we have personally internalized classism (and raci sm
and sexism) and the way that classism(and raci smand sexi sm has
shaped our own identities.  course, elimnating classismalso
requires that we take | eadership to organi ze other nenbers of our
class and formalliances that cross class, gender, and racial
boundaries in order to get rid of capitalismand create a cl assl ess
system of production and distribution that is free of classism free
of racism and free of sexism and that is denocratic, equitable, and

hurmane.

371 can personally attest to the liberation value of the healing work
that | have done within the International Reeval uati on Co- Counseling
Communi ty(RC). Based on peer co-counseling, RC provides a nodel of persona
recovery and liberation fromthe effects of social conditioning and
oppression. (Jackins 1972)
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