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ABSTRACT

Operating within the Marxist tradition, radical
econom sts have utilized a macro-social |evel structural
anal ysi s focusi ng on nodes of production, social relations of
producti on, and class exploitation. But what of classism the
cl ass bigotry and oppressi on experienced in the everyday |ives
of working people and their famlies, at work, in their
communities, and in other social spaces? This paper seeks to
expand our understanding of the political econony of class by
sketching out a nultilevel analysis of class oppression as a
soci al system that includes macro, neso, and mcro |levels, and
i ncludes both structures and human agency. It will exani ne
how peopl e conme to occupy their class roles; how they learn
their particular class outlook, mannerisns, behavior, and
culture; and how the personal and social dynam cs of class
oppression are related to the |arger macrostructures of cl ass
oppressi on and exploitation.



I was born in the working-class. Early | discovered
enthusiasm anbition, and ideals; and to satisfy these
becane the problem of ny child-life. My environnment was
crude and rough and raw I had no outlook, but an up
| ook rather. My place in society was at the bottom
Her e life of fered not hi ng but sordi dness and
wr et chedness, both of the flesh and the spirit; for here
flesh and spirit were alike starved and tornented. Jack
London, "What Life Means to Me"

Radi cal political econony (RPE) provides an anal yti cal
framework within which to understand cl ass oppression and
transform cl ass- based econom c systens. Operating within the
Mar xi st tradition, radical econom sts have utilized a macro-
soci al level structural analysis focusing on nodes of
production, social relations of production, and class
exploitation. But what of other dinensions of class
oppression, the class bigotry and oppressi on experienced in
t he everyday lives of working people and their famlies? What
of the lived experience of workers and their famlies, the
day-to-day hum liation experienced not only in the spheres of
production and distribution, but in the rest of their lives?

Wil e RPE gives us a powerful structural econonic
anal ysis of class oppression, these other dinmensions of class
oppression remain largely in the background. M chael Parenti

(1994) notes that “there is...a subjective dinmension to class,

as experienced in every life” and that “class experience



Page 2
pervades nost of our existence: our speech, dress, education,
career opportunities, lifestyles, and choice of friends and
spouses (103-14).” The subjective voices and experiences of
wor ki ng people, who live within these class structures, are
rarely seen within the pages of political econony.

What is mssing fromRPE is an understandi ng of class
exploitation and conflict within the | arger system of class
oppression that can be | abeled classism that |ike racism or
sexi sm operates on both macro and mcro |evels of objective
and subjective experiences.* This is inportant because as

Erik Oin Wight states:

The task [of Marxisn] is to understand the ways in which

nmacr ostruct ural contexts constrain mcrol evel processes
and the way's in whi ch m crol evel subj ectivities,
choi ces, and strategies of i ndi vi dual s can af fect

macrostructural arrangenments(Wight 1991: 24).

The econom c exploitation of workers could not exist
nor could capitalist class structures be reproduced
i ndependently of this |larger social system of class
oppression, without a class culture and the attendant classism

whi ch pervades the everyday lives of all class participants.

'Race and gender studies tend to enphasize mcro subjective |evels of
oppressi on while those studying class have focused |argely on the objective
macro structures of oppression. Although it would be interesting to pursue
t he question of why these differences exist, space does not permt such a
di scussi on here.
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The purpose of developing a mcrolevel analysis of class is to
under stand the "mechani sns that inpinge directly on the |ives
of individuals [within class |ocations] as they think, choose,
and act in the world(Wight 1991: 23).” Understanding these
m crol evel mechani sns hel ps us to better understand the
dynam cs of class struggle and social change at the point of
production as well as at other social |ocations.

We need to exam ne how people cone to occupy their class
roles; how we | earn our particular class outl ook, manneri sns,
behavior, and culture. And we need to understand how the
personal and social dynam cs of class oppression affect the
| arger macrostructures of class oppression and exploitation.
Bringing classisminto the picture broadens our understandi ng
of the political econony of class. It allows us to see better
sonme of the mcrol evel dinensions of class-based economc
expl oitation and class reproduction by understanding it as
part of a |larger system of social oppression. The focus on
m cro subjectivities and identities adds a m ssing di nension
to political econony.

Cl 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
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|l ogic and dynam c of their own, independent of the wills of
i ndi vi dual s who occupy positions within those structures,
constrai ni ng what people can and cannot do. Human agency is,
on the one hand, constrained by the macrol evel class
structures of capitalismwhile at the sane tine determ ning
(reproducing as well as transform ng) those same structures.

Under st andi ng the personal and social dynam cs of class
as a system of oppression, and questions of human agency,
voice, and identity are critical to fully understanding cl ass
oppression and class struggle. Through such an understandi ng
we wll be better able to neet the challenge of class
i beration and the creation of a society free of classism

The purpose of this paper is to sketch out a nultilevel
anal ysis of class oppression as part of a social system of
oppression (classism, by focusing on its personal and soci al
dynam cs, and drawi ng on studies (particularly ethnographies
and personal narratives) of class, gender and raci al
oppression from soci ol ogy, education, and race, class, and
gender studies. On several counts, this paper breaks new
ground. Although many different aspects of class oppression
have been studi ed t hroughout the social sciences and
humanities, they are scattered and there has been no attenpt

to bring themtogether in any systematic fashion or view them
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within a larger class framework of social oppression. Next,
al t hough the use of the term*“classisni is starting to appear
in oppression studies, it is rarely defined and is
conceptual |y underdevel oped conpared with the concepts of
raci smand sexism? Classismis uniquely defined and
devel oped here. Finally, placing or casting political econony
within this larger social system of class oppression allows us
to begin thinking about the ways in which the personal and
soci al dynam cs of classismaffect the dynam cs of class
struggle, exploitation, and |iberation.

Section | first presents a general definition of
oppression as a nulti-level social system drawn fromthe nost
recent developnents in the social theory of oppression. Then
t he concept of classismis defined and devel oped providi ng
t he conceptual framework for the rest of the paper. Section
Il briefly summari zes the political econom c (structural)
basis of class oppression which will be famliar to nost
readers. Section Ill exam nes the inter-group dynam cs of
cl ass oppression with an enphasis on class bigotry and
prejudice. In Section IV the personal dynam cs of classism

are exam ned with an enphasis on the process whereby cl assi st

2Title searches with the key word “classisni pulls up very fewtitles in
t he broadest of searches within the humanities and social sciences literature.
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beliefs, attitudes, and behavior are internalized in ways that
insure that class nenbers play out their socially expected
cl ass rol es(social reproduction). Section V provides a
mul ti di mensi onal analysis of schooling and the key role it
plays in reproducing classism Finally the inplications for
political econom sts of this nmultilevel analysis of class
oppressi on are exam ned.

| . Class Oppression As a Social System

Oppression can be defined as the "systematic,
institutionalized m streatnment of one group of people by

anot her for whatever reason(Yamato 1995. 66). Oppr essi on
t akes place through a conplex of "everyday practices,
attitudes, assunptions, behaviors, and institutional rules
(Lott 1995: 13).” Interactions on the basis of such
oppression are relational between oppressor and oppressed,
m streater and victim dom nant and subordi nate.

Oppr essi on operates on both macro, nmeso, and mcro |levels
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 neso
| 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(Om & Wnant 1994: Ch
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4, Ferree & Hall 1996). In other words, oppression operates
on personal, inter-group, and cultural/institutional |evels.

Both structure, the persistent patterns of soci al
rel ati ons, and agency, the self-notivated actions of
i ndi vi dual s, are operative on macro, nmeso, and mcro soci al
| evel s(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 social reproduction).

Cl assi sm can be defined as the systematic oppression of
one group by another based on econom c distinctions, or nore
accurately one’s position within the system of production and
di stribution. According to Bow es and G ntis(1986) at the
institutional level, "Structure allows socially consequenti al
power to be enployed against the wills and efforts of those
affected thereby" (101).

The primary relation of classismis econom c exploitation
and consi sts of squeezing as nuch | abor out of workers as
possi bl e and appropriating a disproportionate share of the
community's production (surplus product). Class economc
exploitation includes the m streatnment of people on the job,

forcing people to work Iong and hard under difficult and often
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dangerous conditions, and the denial of the denocratic rights
of people to control their own production/distribution

process. Ben Hanper in his working class nenmoir Rivethead

captures the nature of class exploitation:

I was seven years old the first time | ever set foot
inside an autonobile factory. The occasion was Famly
N ght at the old Fisher Body plant in Flint...If

not hi ng el se, this annual peepshow | 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 nmy old man down the trimline...W
stood there for forty nminutes or so, a mniature
lifetine, and the pattern never changed. Car,

wi ndshi el d. Car, w ndshield. Drudgery piled atop
drudgery. Cgarette to cigarette. Decades of rolling
through the rafters, bones turning to dust, stubborn
cl ocks gaggi ng down flesh, another wi ndshield, another
cigarette, wars blinking on and of f, thunderstorns
nuttering the al phabet, crows on power lines, 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 "nmenbership in a community that
i s dependent upon waged-| abor, but that is unable to subsi st
or reproduce by such | abor al one"(Sacks 1989:543). One of the

virtues of this comunity-based definition is that it allows
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us to view class oppression as part of a |arger social system
of oppression.?

Li ke other fornms of oppression, classismat the
intergroup (nmeso) |evel consists of prejudice based on
negative attitudes toward and cl assi st stereotypes of working
cl ass people, and discrimnation based on overt behavi ors that
di stance, avoid, and/or exclude on the basis of class
di stinctions(Bullock 1995: 119).

Class 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 conposed of ideas, behavior, attitudes,
val ues, and |anguage; class is how you think, feel, act,
look, talk, nmove, 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... e
experience class at every level of our lives...In other
wor ds, cl ass is socially constructed and all -
enconpassi ng. When we experience classism it wll be
because of our lack of noney... and because of the way
we talk, t hi nk, act, nove- - because  of our cul ture

(Langston 1995:112).

3For an excel | ent et hnographi c 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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As individuals our class experience is an inportant part of
our identity, who we are, how we are, and how we relate to
ot hers and how we see the worl d.

Cl ass oppression ultimately rests upon a structure of
rul es and soci al conventions enbodied in institutions,
i nguistic convention, unwitten custom and |egal
practice(Bowes & Gntis 1996:94). Like any other oppression,
cl assi sm exi sts because people "agree to" play by the rules.*
When peopl e decide not to play by the rules or try to change
the rules, they are confronted by a range of social responses
fromnormati ve peer pressure to intervention by | egal
authorities to threats and use of physical violence by the
dom nant cl asses or those who act on their behalf such as the
police or mlitia. The so-called "power"5 of the dom nant
cl asses rests upon this structure of rules, the ideol ogy of
classism and the threat or use of violence.

Cl ass exploitation is then part of a |arger social system

of class oppression, classism Like other forns of

“Unl i ke neo-cl assi cal econonists such as Aiver WIlianson who view such
agreenents as the result of voluntary market type exchanges, here cl ass-based
“agreenents” are reached on an unequal structural terrain and influenced by a
coercive social conditioning processes of which more will be witten bel ow

°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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oppression, classismoperates on macro(institutional),
meso(inter-group), and mcro(individual) social |evels.

1. The Economic Face of Cl ass Oppression

The primary institutional basis of classismis the node
of production. There is little to add here that has not
al ready been well-analyzed by radical econom sts. Capitalism
has been structured on the basis of classes. The three key
econom c institutions that generate classes are: private
owner shi p; the hierarchical organization of capitali st
factories and offices; and the capitalist division of |abor.?®
These three institutions produce a cl ass-based system of
dom nati on and subordi nati on between owners and those who do
not own, between managers and those who are managed, and
bet ween professionals and those w t hout professional
credentials. These can be subsuned into two primary
structural bases of class oppression:
1) Capital Ownership: ownership of the neans of
production including the |and, natural resources,

equi pnent, machinery, factories, offices, farms, and

® G her class divisions, such as the subsuned cl ass nodel of WIff 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) and
Wight (1986).
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ot her busi nesses. Such ownership when it is in the
hands of only a few people yields structural or
institutional power and control over those who do
not own capital. Wthout access to the neans of
producti on, people are unable to survive
econom cally and are placed at a structural
di sadvant age rel ative to owners.
2) Command Positions within organizational
hi erarchi es (managers, adm nistrators) and in terns
of educationally credential ed enpl oyees
(professionals). Although they often serve at the
di scretion of owners and do not have ultinmate 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 majority who account for 73% of U. S.

fam |l i es.

The capitalist owning class who own and control the

corporate sector represent 2% of famlies while the mddle

cl ass consists of those who own small busi nesses(13% or

occupy command positions based on hierarchical positions

and/ or professional credentials within the private or public
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sectors(12% .7 Capitalismis thus structured in a way that
generates three primary classes: a capitalist class, mddle
cl ass, and working class. These classes are structurally
opposed to each other creating a system of dom nation and
subordi nati on, power and authority, and class and cl ass
conflict.®

The macrol evel institutional basis of class oppression
goes beyond these econom ¢ 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/judicial system governnment, schools, church
mental health system culture, and community organi zations are
all structured in ways that maintain and reproduce the
capitalist nmode of production and distribution. Although
space does not permt a discussion here of these other
institutional bases of class oppression (schooling will be
di scussed in Section V bel ow), understanding the cl ass-based
(as well as other oppression based) nature of these

institutions, and the ways in which these reinforce, extend,

"Derived fromdata in Bow es and Edwards (1993: 119).

8O course class structures of domnation are not the only forns of
econom ¢ dom nation. Gender and racial oppression are interwoven and
interactive with class structures of dom nation.
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and chal |l enge cl ass oppression, is inportant to a conplete
under st andi ng of how cl assi sm works. ?®

[11. Inter-G oup Dynanics

Because capitalismlacks a social or rational overal
coordi nati ng mechani sm people are left on their own to
conpete for jobs, resources, and incone. However, due to
limted capital ownership and the Ilimted availability of
conmand positions, sone people are able to claima
di sproporti onate share of the better jobs, resources, and
i ncomes for thensel ves while denying themto others. The folk
w sdom "them that has gits" captures these relationships
poi gnantly.

This is, of course, the basis for econom c exploitation
and is at the root of all class oppression. It forns the
basis for inter-group relations anong the three economc
classes as they are pitted agai nst each other, and struggle
for econom ¢ advantage, privilege, status and, as is often the
case, econom c survival. The extreme maldistribution of
incone and wealth distribution reveals the profound degree of
econom ¢ exploitation that takes place in capitalism The

worsening of this distribution in recent years reflects a

°The reader is referred to the extensive literature froma variety of
Mar xi st perspectives on class oppression and the role of the state, famly,
school s, and cul ture.
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shift in the balance of power away from workers to the owning
and m ddl e cl asses

The actual content of class relations (class culture) is
elitist, i.e., class oppression and privil eges are defended on
t he basis of one person/group claimng to be nore inportant,
smarter, better, nore deserving, nore qualified, etc. than
anot her person/group. These attitudes franme cl ass behavi or
and thus inter-class social relations. The oppressed
person/ group (the working class) is viewed as |ess
intelligent, less talented, inferior, and thus not worth very
much. Such views can be patronizing ("they are doing the best
they can") or they can be vicious ("working class people are
stupid, dirty, lazy, and uncivilized").

Carol Tarlen (1994), university clerical worker and
witer, wites about what it was |ike growi ng up working cl ass

and being viewed 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 t hose 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 Ckie inhabitants; and
especially the ones who assuned that having an old

mattress on your front lawn was a sign of intellectual
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inferiority and nor al degeneration--| 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 lives filled with 1love, honor

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

ny talent and intelligence(2l).

Cl assi st patterns and attitudes such as these are the
source of nmuch prejudice and have been used to denigrate and
di scrim nate agai nst working class people, and to rationalize
current and past oppression of mllions of people the world
over. Wdespread anti-union sentinents, attacks on welfare
and the poor, and negative nedia stereotypes of working class
peopl e, especially TV sitcons, are exanples of classismin
action. 0

Such individual classist beliefs and attitudes frame
inter-class relations (behavior), and they facilitate the
systemati c econom c exploitation and oppression of working
people. The objective structures of class oppression and
exploitation require, on a subjective level, socially held
classist beliefs and attitudes. On a social |evel,
individually held beliefs are rooted in a cultural belief
system a classist ideology which rationalizes class

oppression as just and equitable. In the US it is a

For a discussion of class bias and the nedia see Puette (1992) and
Bul | ock (1995: 127-130).



Page 17

cultural belief in the ideology of individual achievenent, the
myth of meritocracy, 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 make it and failure
stigmati zes those who fail. Conservatives tend to enphasize
noral failure, criticizing and scorning those who fail, while
|iberals tend to focus on deficiency, expressing pity and
concern for those unfortunate enough to fail(Lewis 1978: 10).

Al t hough cast in terns of individuals and equal
opportunities, this ideology is classist. It casts working
cl ass people as inferior and inconpetent, and m ddl e and
owni ng cl ass people as superior if not blessed by God. It
all ows people to rationalize and ignore class oppression, to
see and understand the social universe as nerely the result of
i ndi vidual interaction, and to view class oppression as
“normal” and a "natural" part of a secular or divine order.

The Bell Curve, the recent best-selling book by Herrnstein and

Murray, is an attenpt to renew and legitimate this view in the

1 amgrateful to ny colleague, sociol ogist Susan Rose, for rem nded ne
of the powerful role of religion in legitimting classism Her ow path
breaki ng work on religious fundanentalismillum nates the powerful hold that
religion can have on people. See particularly Rose (1988).
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face of currently growing class and racial inequality and
bi gotry. 12

There are many powerful studies of gender and race
supporting the position that while biology(nature) does play
sone role in explaining gender and racial differences,
environnment (culture) plays a far nore powerful role in
expl aining social differences(Ortner and Wi tehead 1981,
Jaggar 1988: Part Two). Although studies on the causes of
class differences are not as extensive, there is some evidence
and every reason to assune that class inequality and cl ass
differences are not reflective of natural or innate
di fferences, but are acquired and socially constructed. 13
Rat her than being part of our innate nature, class differences

are culturally constructed and socially enforced by classism

| V. Personal Dynami cs of Classism

2For 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).

BFor a good sunmary and di scussion of this evidence see Argyle (1994).
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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 individuals 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
uni quely 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 female and act |like a
boy, or white and act black, or owning class and act working
class, if you resist role conditioning, you risk humliation
and isol ation, being ostracized and subjected to enotional and

physi cal abuse. 16

¥ 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 Comruni 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 though the nature of human bei ngs has been debated for centuries,
without entering into that debate, it is here assuned that these inherent
human qualities are our capacity to |love, our power to take charge of our
uni verse and af fect 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.

VMt erial success and economic security are held out as rewards in
return for occupying oppressor roles, replacing genui ne hunan needs with an
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Rol e conditioning begins at birth, extends through young
adul thood and is then reinforced throughout adulthood. When
we are young we have little choice but to submt 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 fee
power | ess, to settle for very little, to accept
insecurity as an unavoidable fact of life, to feel
‘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
roles (nost of us occupy multiple roles, e.g., white gay nmale
wor ki ng class or black heterosexual fenmale mddle class) nuch
of our identity, behavior, actions, and interactions relate
back to our socializing experiences as young children.' This
process is not without its own structural contradictions.
Waites (1993) argues that the socialization and conditioning
of females into socially constructed gender roles creates

di | emmas and doubl e binds. For exanple,

artificially created materialismwhich serves both to keep people in their
socially constructed roles and fuel capitalist accunulation. See Wachtel
(1983).

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

(45-46) .

Taylor, Glligan, & Sullivan (1995) in their study of a
di verse group of adol escent females from working class
famlies found simlar kinds of dilemms and doubl e binds
based on class, race, and gender.

Rol e reproduction is further conplicated by the “conpl ex
ways in which people nediate and respond to the interface
bet ween their own |ived experiences and structures of
dom nation and constraint.”'® As a result cultures of
resi stance may devel op al ongsi de cul tures of accommpdati on.
Et hnogr aphi ¢ studi es show that while working class cul tures of
resi stance have transformative potential they wi nd up
reproduci ng class roles and structures(MacLeod 1995; WIlis
1977).

Al t hough these contradictory structures of class
conditioning and the interplay of human agency are inportant,

given the generally reproductive outcones, they can be safely

Henry G roux Theory and Resistance as quoted in MacLeod (1995:19)
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i gnored here. ' Furthernore, in spite of some variability of
i ndi vidual working class patterns, the focus here is on the
more general working class patterns of identity, attitudes,
behavi or, and interaction.

As a result of social conditioning many of the working
class internalize negative beliefs and stereotypes about
t hemsel ves. We are bonbarded daily with thousands of subtle

and not so subtle nessages about ourselves and others.

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
humliation when one of the faculty | work for gave ne
dirty look because |1 forgot to give her a nessage...l|

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

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

These cl assi st nessages have a powerful affect on people,
maki ng the social construction of reality appear as the
natural state of human beings. Classism experienced on a
daily basis by working class people reinforces class
conditioning. Working class people tend to view thensel ves

and be seen by others as not very smart or stupid, uneducated

Al t hough the structure of class oppressi on may overwhel m human agency
here, class struggle and resistance at the mcro as well as other social
levels is not entirely without effect. This will be discussed along with the
political inplications of this approach later in the paper.



and inarticul ate, poor
crude and uncivilized.
owni ng cl ass as superi or
sel f-conf

greater poise,

9).

Judy Kujundzic (1988) speaks out about what

bei ng wor ki ng cl ass:

What’'s hard about

like you re working class

hard enough or
speak up.
and

after you
hard to notice how
tinme...It’
wor ki ng- cl ass
covering it

seens like that’'s
people to take acti
nove as a group
thing about
sense that
you can't

pul

This is called internali

beconme resigned to their

| eaders,

you're
It’s hard
to go ahead and do

decide you're

s sonetinmes
people are because

up and acting dunb whenever

bei ng worKki ng-cl ass
you know there are so many

figure out

Page 23
lacking in ability and | azy,
But they view those in the m ddle and

and nore intelligent, anmbitious, wth

i dence and | eadership (Argle 1994: Ch

it’s like

being working-class is never feeling

enough. Like you don't work

1

not funny enough...It’s hard to

to notice that you think real well

it, not just freezing up even

to think and act...It’'s

goi ng

smart you are, that you think all the

hard to renenber how clever other

they work real hard at

the situation

what’s required...lIt’'s hard getting

on, to nove against how they feel, to

although it can be done...The other

is the hopel essness, the

things wong, and

where to start to take them on and

t hem down (67-68).

zed oppression and as a result many

cl ass fate and show deference to

one's "betters."

physi cal |y,

t hat oppression is their

and spiritually abused until

Menmbers of oppressed groups are enotionally,
t hey begin to believe

lot inlife, that it is somhow



Page 24
deserved, natural, right, or conversely, that it does not
exi st (Yamato 1995: 66).
Clarissa Sligh, artist and photographer, shares her
experience grow 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. I began to believe it too. Monma
said they worked harder, had nore than one job, and

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

I nternalized oppression insures the perpetuation
(reproduction) of the class systemfrom one 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 nmmjor factor preventing us,
as black people, from realizing and putting into action
the trenmendous intelligence and power which in reality

we possess(1).

Cl ass oppression, like racism requires that individuals
internalize class doni nation and subordi nation and to the
extent that we do we becone resigned to our fates. Although

there is nobility (up and down), class stability is the norm 2

20The dynami cs of class stability and schooling are clearly illum nated
in MacLeod (1995). For the nost recent data on incone nobility see M shel,
Bernstein, & Schmitt (1996:97ff).
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Even those who fight back and rebel often wi nd up reproducing
the very class systemthey are rebelling against.?!

Oming class and mddle class children are al so
conditioned in simlar ways and generally internalize the
belief that they are superior, smarter, and good | eaders, and
t hat working class people are inferior and worthless. These
beliefs, and the attitudes and behavior that acconpanies them
make up the cl assist oppressor pattern and insure that nost
m ddl e and owni ng cl ass young people will occupy m ddl e and
owni ng cl ass positions.

M ddl e cl ass peopl e have been placed in a precarious
position between the owning class and the working class; they
are both oppressed and oppressor. Oten plagued by feelings
of inadequacy, quilt, a fear of falling and noral slippage,
not wor ki ng hard enough, not being productive enough, and
conplicity in class oppression, mddle class people,
underneath their pretenses, have been hurt and held prisoner
inside their humanly constricted and conditioned roles.
Putting a happy face on it all often takes an extraordi nary

amount of energy, and it takes its toll on nmiddle class people

21See WIlis' (1977) classic working class enthnography.
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in spite of the generally held belief that they are living the
“Ameri can Dream "?2?
Classismresults in people whose basic humanity has been
seriously distorted and whose human val ues have been

conprom sed and nenbers of the owning class are no exception.

Al t hough Marx recogni zed the alienation of the bourgeoisie,
there are few contenporary studies of the harnful effects of
cl ass oppression on the dom nant cl asses. ?®

Cookson and Persell (1986) in their study of elite
private schools 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...In order to
forge the prep personality, the schools rely on...strict
di sci pline, shared rituals, and what we call ‘ deep

structural regulation (35).

22 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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Quite the opposite of places of privileges, these schools are
oppressive, exanples of what sociologists call “total
institutions” where individual needs are conpletely
subordinated to the goals of the institution. The human cost

of owning class conditioning is high:

The psychol ogi cal price of pr eppi ng i ncl udes a
relinquishing of personal identity, a loss of innocence
and a growh of cynicism Having paid their dues,
students who survive the rite of passage obt ain
nmenbership 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

i ndi vidual s, some of whom are crippled, rather than enpowered,
by privilege (35).”

Al t hough cl ass conditioning has negative affects on al
classes, it is still a way of constructing owning and m ddl e
cl ass dom nance, creating people who will oppress others.
Wor ki ng cl ass peopl e have borne the brunt of class oppression
bot h through the denial of the fruits of their |abor (low and
i nadequat e i nconmes, poverty, econom ¢ hardship) and through
nm streatment both on and off the job (overwork, injuries,

illness, death, oppressive work conditions, layoffs). Working
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cl ass peopl e experience on a daily basis subtle and overt
class bigotry as they are confronted with m ddl e and owni ng
cl assist attitudes and behavior. |ndeed, the repeated acting
out of classism reinforces across lifetinmes class oppression
and the exploitation of working people, in the same way that
sexi sm and raci sm enforce the oppression of wonen and peopl e
of col or.

What has been said up to this point has ignored other
forms of oppression. It is inportant not to generalize about
class structures and experience on the basis of white male
perspectives. Wthin classes there are many inportant
di fferences such as race, ethnicity, religion, gender,
sexuality, nationality, occupation, where we |ive, and parents
who come from different class backgrounds that make our
subj ective and objective experiences within classes sonetines
very different fromeach other. This often nmakes class a very
confusing experience for many of us and creates “fractured
identities.” It neans that there is no single perspective or
st andpoi nt, but rather nultiple class perspectives.? However,

it is inportant not to | ose sight of the overall class

2“The 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 mnultipl e-standpoints include race, class,
and gender. Patricia HIIl-Collins (1991) work on black fem nist thought is
i nstructive.
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structure of exploitation and oppression within which these
class differences play thensel ves out and whi ch shape the
choi ces of individuals.

V. Cl assism Schooling, and Cl ass Reproducti on

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
of ten nust beconme credential ed before they can obtain command
positions. O course, they have all the advantages that their
cl ass positions confer upon them-noney, confidence, good
school s, social connections, and even nepotism?2 One of ny

m ddl e-cl ass col |l ege students wote of her class background:

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

manage ny own hotel soneday (Student Paper).

This student's sense of mddle class confidence and
entitlenment stands out; college and a successful professional
career appear as a birthright, not sonmething one nust struggle
for and if lucky achieve. Contrast this with a working class

voi ce

2 (n nepotismsee “The New Nepotism Wy Dynasties Are Making a
Correback” Busi ness Wek. April 4, 1988: 106-109.
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In 1980 | got a clerical job at a wuniversity...After
twelve years, | was laid off [discarded as so nuch hunman
excrenent]. This job nmeant a lot to ne, since | had no
hope of ever getting ' prof essi onal’ enpl oynent .
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

required of them was inpossible for soneone wth ny
backgr ound. Therefore, the working class for ne is
sonething there is no escape from It's an eternal

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

The school system at the institutional |evel plays a
predom nant role in both the social conditioning process and
t he reproduction and legitimation of class inequality.? Well
known are the effects of property-based school taxes which
result in inferior schools in |less wealthy working class
communities.?” Additionally, next to the famly, schools are
per haps the nost inportant conditioning agent, hol ding out the
prom se of individual nobility while reinforcing expected
social roles and insuring the success of the already
successful. Wthin dom nant cultural discourse, education is

erroneously viewed as a sorting process where individuals with

26The pi oneering work by radical econom sts Bowl es and G ntis Schooling
In Capitalist Arerica (1976) laid the groundwork for subsequent studies of the
roles of education in the reproduction of capitalism For a good analysis of
school i ng and cl ass reproduction based on ethnographi c studi es see MacLeod
(1995) and Wllis (1977). See also the extensive work by educational theori st
M chael Appl e.

2"The best contenporary study of unequal schooling is Jonathan Kozol's
Savage | nequaiti es.
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superior abilities do well academ cally and are rewarded with
conmand 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 wthout
ajob at all. Class inequality is thus rationalized as a
meritocracy.

Jay MaclLeod’s now cl assic 1987 working cl ass et hnography,

Aint No Makin' It, shows the fallacy of the belief that hard

wor k and notivation always pay off. This study focuses on two
groups of working class teens who live in the same housing
project. The white Hallway Hangers, who see the system as

ri gged against them refuse to go along; they aren’'t

notivated, don’t study, and rebel at every chance. The bl ack
Brothers, on the other hand, do all the right things; they are
noti vat ed, behave thensel ves, and have the right values for
success. Yet both sets of teens wind up not making it.

MacLeod expl ai ns:

Conservative and I'i beral conment at or s al i ke often
contend that if the poor would only apply thenselves,
behave responsibly, and adopt bourgeois values, t hen
they will propel thenselves into the middle class. The
Brothers follow the recipe quite <closely but t he
outcones are disappointing. They illustrate how rigid

and dur abl e t he cl ass structure is. Aspiration,
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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 deni ed (1995: 241).

Per haps the biggest fraud of all perpetuated by the
school systemis the underlying belief that individuals differ
significantly in ternms of innate intelligence.?® Schoo
performance data shows that on average working class children
don't do as well in school as children of the m ddle or owning
classes (Walsh & Wtt 1985). Therefore, it is incorrectly
assunmed that they nust not be as bright, smart, or
intelligent. This enphasis on intellectual inequality lies at
the heart of "higher" education.?®

The reality is that schools are systematically biased
agai nst working class students. Wrking class ways of
know ng, seeing, and being (often referred to as cultural

capital) are systematically depreciated and invalidated in

W1 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).

2" H gher education” is of course structured and based very much on a
whol e set of classist, as well as racist and sexist, beliefs. As faculty we
need to transformthese oppression-based structures as well as elimnate the
elitismand arrogance that many of us have internalized.
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school s.3° Education and nuch of what is taught is based on
m ddl e and owni ng cl ass ways of know ng, seeing, and being.
Ant hr opol ogi st and |inguist Shirley Brice Heath(1983) has
done an et hnographic study of two Southern working cl ass
communities and she docunents these class (and race) based

educati onal bi ases:

The school is not a neutral objective arena; it is an
institution whhich has the goal of changing people's
values, skills, and know edge bases. Yet sone portions
of the popul ation, such as [the mddle 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 transmt. Long before
reachi ng school , [ such] children. .. have made t he
transition from home 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 numerous other

institutions (367-368).

According to | anguage and literature professor Janet

Zandy(1994)

O al | anguage (vocabul ary, synt ax, inflection,
pronunciation, diction, exclanations, blessings, curses)
is a giveanay class identity marker...dass marks not

only our tongues, but also our bodies. Wor ki ng- cl ass

%°For a discussion and study of these biases see MacLeod (1995: Ch 6).
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people practice a language of the body that eludes
theoretical textual studies. Wor ki ng-class people do
not have the quiet hands or the neutral faces of the

privileged cl asses(5).

These class markers identify one’s social and econom c cl ass
background, making it difficult to hide one’s class background
or assimlate into another class or avoid class bigotry and
prejudice |l et alone negotiate the educational terrain that
relies on mddle and owning class cultural capital.

Li ngui stic studi es® show that m ddl e and owni ng cl ass
students, because they often conme froma nore isolated and
i ndi vidualistic environnent, have to explain thenmselves, their
positions, and ideas at |ength because they cannot assune
shared neaning. Everything has to be carefully explained and
fully articulated to insure neaning for the listener. Wbrking
cl ass students, on the other hand, often conme froma nore
communal environnment where they are nore connected to others
and where neaning is often shared through conmon experiences.
They don't have to explain thenselves at | ength and in such
detail because they can assune the |listener has a shared

context and will understand.

31 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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Wor ki ng cl ass use of | anguage and ways of know ng are
t hus cont extual and organi c whereas m ddl e and owni ng cl ass
are el aborated and linear. Schooling enphasizes the
linguistic patterns and the kinds of thinking that white, male
m ddl e 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
depreci ated and | abeled inferior, slow, stupid, or |earning
di sabl ed and are graded and tracked accordi ngly.

Because of the inherent classist basis of schooling,
wor ki ng cl ass students often perform poorly, while m ddle and
upper class students do well. Ethnographic studies confirm
t hese results and reveal the ways that m ddl e and owni ng cl ass
behavi oral nornms are validated while working class norns are
puni shed and invalidated in school (MacLeod 1995; Heath 1983).

Many do not attenpt to cross these class divides,
choosing not to risk failure in what is sonetines perceived as
a rigged gane as the follow ng statement from one of MaclLeod’s

(1995) working class 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
education...And you can't get a job once they find out
where you cone from ‘You from Carendon Heights? Ch

shit. It’s themkids again’ (p.121).
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Group loyalty is often valued nore highly than upward nmobility
so there is resistance to be being separated fromone s cl ass
peers. O ten individual survival is viewed as dependent upon
menbership in a group and group nmenbership is valued nore
hi ghly than individual nobility. The foll ow ng exchange
bet ween MacLeod and anot her working 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 hone-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 nore [low incone] 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 nake it together, fuck it. Fuck

it all(119).

Of course there are young people who in spite of these
ri sks do cross school class boundaries. Many are not
successful and bl anme thenmselves for failure (internalized
oppression). For working class students, doing well in school
means being bi-cultural and bi-lingual, and it often neans a

deni al of one's self, culture, and people. Carol
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Faul kner (1994), a teacher at Lane Community Coll ege in Oregon,

writes about coll ege and the costs of becom ng an academ c:

A college education was never my birthright, but
sonething | always knew | had to struggle to get. I was
sixteen when ny mother cane to ny school, pulled ne out
of history class, and told ne the shop was closing. My
father was already disabled by then, and | went back to
class dazed wth a picture in ny head of having to
forget college and go to work to support ny parents as
ny 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 | 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 thensel ves
with a foot in both worlds but do not feel at home in either
worl d. Sennett’s and Cobb’s classic work, The Hidden Injuries
of Class, vividly portrays the personal costs experienced by
upwardly nobile working class people, the costs of class
assimlation.3 Jake Ryan’s and Charl es Sackrey’ s(1984)
collection of stories by academ cs fromthe working class, who
i ke Carol Faul kner above have difficulty fitting in, reveals

both the difficulty of assimlation as well as the classism on

32Steinitz 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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coll ege and university canpuses. One faculty nenmber sunms his
experience up this way:

Being a working class academic is sonetines very |lonely.
It's difficult to relate to nobst colleagues, but it is
also difficult to relate to working-class folks, who
tend not to trust you since got to be a “Doctor”

(Sackrey and Ryan 1984: p 257).

Al t hough nore difficult to identify than say sexism or
raci sm given the existing low |l evel of class awareness,
cl assi st patterns of behavior and attitudes anong the faculty
of college and universities, particularly nore elite
institutions, make it difficult for those with working cl ass
backgrounds to fit in. The sane is true for students and nore
generally for others fromthe working class in other m ddle
cl ass settings.?®

The m ddle classes in many ways are the standard bearers
of U S. culture and society. Mst Anericans dreamof, if not
aspire to, mddle class status and it is the mddle class, at
| east the white heterosexual gentile mddle class, that set
the standards of "normality" by which nost people are judged

both in and out of school. M ddl e cl ass st andards of

3%l 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
Cass (4(1)) is devoted to working class intellectual voices and Zandy (1994)
i ncl udes the voices of cultural workers rai sed working class.
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cl eanl i ness, denmeanor, quietness, pleasantness, hard work, and
deni al are exanples of such behavioral nornms or yardsticks.
These norns are reinforced by the famly, schools, and by the
mental health system of counsel ors, psychol ogists, and
psychi atrists. 3

However, these standards or norns were not generated in a
soci al vacuum they are the characteristics and patterns of
behavi or required for mddle class command positions (managers
and professionals). Mddle class standards are enforced by the
owni ng cl ass whom the m ddl e cl asses serve. According to

soci ol ogi st Edna Bonaci ch

In nmy view, nddle class people (including nyself) are
essentially t he sergeants of t he system e
professionals and nmanagers are paid by the wealthy and

powerful, by corporations and the state, to keep things

in order. Qur role is one of mintaining the [class]
system .. W are a sem-elite. W are given higher
salaries, social status, better jobs, and better life
chances as paynment 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, neso, and mcro social |evels are

quite conplex. Classism schooling, and the shunting of

34For 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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i ndividuals into capitalist class structures both preserves
the illusion of just desserts while reproducing class

structures and cl ass oppression.

VI. Summary and | nplications

Cl assism rooted in the capitalist macrol evel class
structures of exploitation, pits humans agai nst humans. In
the dialectics of structure versus agency, the nmacrol evel
institutions of class exploitation and conflict clearly have a
| ogic and dynam c of their own, independent of the wills of
i ndi vi dual s who occupy positions within those structures,
constraining what people can and cannot do. This is the
terrain well known to radical econom sts. Human agency is, on
t he one hand, constrained by the macro, as well as neso and
mcro social levels of capitalist class structures, while at
the same time determ ning (reproducing as well as
transform ng) those sanme structures. This part of the social
| andscape is | ess well-known.

The subjective basis of capitalist institutions is the
patterned attitudes and behavi ors of individuals. Like other
fornms of oppression, class oppression requires that people

have to be socialized and conditioned to occupy and play out
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their respective class roles and participate in class
oppression. These mcrolevel forces help to explain how
i ndividuals learn their particular class outl ook, manneri sns,
denmeanor, and culture, indeed how individuals within classes
t hi nk, choose, and act in the world.

The sanme conditioned patterns that form nuch of the basis
for our identity, attitudes, behavior, and interaction at the
mcro | evel also provide the underlying basis for macro | evel
econom ¢, social, and political institutions. The individual,
over | appi ng patterns of racism sexism classism etc. at the
mcro | evel get institutionalized or codified and enbedded in
institutions, culture, and ideology. The social construction
of identity gets transfornmed into the social construction of
institutions. At this macro social |evel, oppression seens to
operate i ndependent of human will or volition. |In the
di al ectic of structure and agency, structure appears to win
out over human agency. However, the subjective basis of these
institutions and culture is the patterned behavi or and
attitudes of individuals. The patterns or records materialize
at this structural level and exist in a frozen ordered state,

as "products" of human creation. 35

®H storically the interplay of structure and agency is clear. People
both create institutions and are created by them For an interesting
di scussion of this interplay and the legitimating role of economc theory see
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Cl ass patterns of thinking and behavior at the personal
| evel hold classismin place at the inter-group nmesol evel and
account for the on-going class bigotry and prejudice
experienced by the working class. Punping surplus | abor out
of workers could not exist w thout classismanynore than the
oppressi on of people of color or wonen could exist wthout
raci sm and sexism The ongoi ng aware and unaware rehearsal of
the patterns of class bigotry and prejudice serves to keep
people | ocked into the system of class oppression, as
“prisoners” of their class. Classismprevents people from
creating a classless society free of classism wth econonc
structures of cooperation and shari ng.

Al t hough all the inplications of the analysis of classism
sketched out here have yet to be worked out, a coupl e of
prelimnary observations can made. At the nost general |evel
this analysis provides a nore inclusive nmultilevel analytic
framework within which to view and understand cl ass oppressi on
as a social system of oppression. Defining and bringing
classisminto the picture allows us to see better sone of the
m cro and neso | evel dinensions of class-based economc

expl oitation, social dom nation, and reproduction by

Wsman (1979).
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under st andi ng these as part of a |larger system of class
oppression that operates on nultiple social levels. The focus
on the personal and social dynam cs of classism adds many
m ssing and inportant dinmensions to our understandi ng of the
political econony of capitalism The |ived experience of
workers and their famlies, the subjective voices and
experiences of working people, bring life and a new vi brancy
to our predom nantly structural political econom c anal ysis.

By view ng class oppression as a nultil evel process where
soci al structure and human agency interact, we can begin to
see sone of the conplexities of the process of social
reproduction and the ways that people are conditioned and
socialized to participate as oppressor and oppressed in the
system of class exploitation. The social contradictions at
these mcro and neso social levels are no I ess inportant than
the political econom c contradictions that emanate fromthe
mode of production, or those within the capitalist systemas a
whol e at other macrol evel sites such as the state, famly,
schools, or within capitalist culture. Mich nore attention
needs to be given to the exact nature of these soci al
contradictions if we are to develop nore effective political
strategies and policies for radical reformand revol utionary

change.
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Endi ng cl ass oppression will require nore than changi ng
the macrol evel structures of economc exploitation; it wll
require the elimnation of classismon all levels. VWhile the
node of production has a powerful influence on individual
attitudes and actions, people are not passive or indifferent
in the face of such pressures.®* Understandi ng working cl ass
identities and cultures of resistance as well as cultures of
conformty are likely to be critical at mcro and neso |l evels
for effective political nobilization not just within the | abor
novenment but at a variety of other social |ocations including
the famly, schools, and community. Successful revolutionary
change or the radical reformof capitalismare both limted by
the mcro and neso | evel objective and subjective forces of
cl assi sm

The challenge is figuring out how to enmpower human agents
in the context of the social structures of class conditioning
and socialization in order to transformcultures of conformty
and resistance into cultures of liberation. O particular
i nportance here i s understandi ng how worki ng class cultures of

resi stance can be used to foster and pronote nultilevel

%¢The et hnographi ¢ studi es of MaclLeod (1995) and WIIis(1977), and the
theoretical work of Groux (1983) show convincingly that not only are
i ndi vi dual s not passive they are active agents often produci ng counter
cultures or cultures of resistance.



Page 45
structural change. Structure and agency are clearly
interactive across nmultiple levels, sites and | ocations.3 The
| abor novenent and class struggle at the point of production
have certainly transfornmed, in intended and unintended ways,
capitalist class structures, but they have not suppl anted
t hem(Braverman 1974; Edwards 1979; Gordon, Edwards, & Reich
1982). The work of Burawoy(1979) and Fantasi a(1988) show how
both cultures of consent and solidarity are manufactured by
the capitalist organization of work and by working cl ass
resi stance and struggle.

The intellectual and political challenge is to understand
and exploit both the oppositional and coll aborative forces of
human agency for radical reform and revol uti onary soci al
structural change. The nultilevel framework and anal ysis of
cl ass oppression devel oped here conplenents in many ways the
“social regulation of |abor” school which views |abor as
enbedded i n and shaped by a social context that extends well
beyond the node of production. According to Peck (1996),
“maki ng workers” is a conplex and contradictory process which

requires the socialization of work within the famly,

3’Per haps the richest discussions of structure vs agency have been
taking place in the field of education. For a good summary of these debates
see MaclLeod (1995: Ch 2). See also the discussion in the context of politica
econom c anal ysis by Bowes and Gntis (1986).
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educati onal system and the community in ways that “shape the
process by which working class kids get working class
j obs(28).” The analysis of the personal and social dynam cs of
cl assi smthat have been sketched out here provides a m ssing
pi ece of the social regulation of |abor story.

Qur failure to understand the personal and soci al
dynam cs of classismis perhaps one of the principle reasons
for our failure as leftists to organize and nobilize effective
wor ki ng class reform or revolutionary novenents. This is one
of the I essons of the fem nist and anti-raci sm novenents:
institutional changes are limted by changes in the attitudes
and behavi or of individual nen and whites. The fem nist
political slogan “the personal is political” applies with

equal force to classism

On a personal |evel freeing ourselves (all classes) from
classismrequires reversing the conditioning process through
heal i ng the wounds of cl ass oppression, reclaimng our past
and present class experiences, and sorting out how classism
presently and in the past prevents us from being oursel ves,
from shapi ng our own identites, and from having the kinds of

relationships we want with all people.3® Reversing class

%] can personally attest to the liberation value of the healing work
that | have done within the International Reeval uati on Co- Counseling
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conditioning, particularly working class internalized
oppression, is key to successful working class |iberation. As
political econom sts we are not immune to the |arger soci al
and cultural forces of classism and are thus not free of
classismno matter how nuch we m ght chanpi on working cl ass
i beration. We need to address the ways that we have
personally internalized classismand the way that classism has
shaped our own identities. O course, elimnating classism
al so requires that we take | eadership to organi ze ot her
menbers of our class and formalliances with those from ot her
classes in order to get rid of capitalismand create a
cl assl ess system of production and distribution that is free

of classismand that is denocratic, equitable, and humane.

Community(RC). RC provides a nodel of personal recovery and |iberation from
the effects of social conditioning and oppression based on peer co-counseling.
(Jacki ns 1972)
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