Articles on Classism

(From Handbook for Nonviolent Action, published by theWar Resisters League) 

We live in the wealthiest country in the world, but the greatest percentage of that wealth is in the hands of a tiny percentage of the population. It is environmentally and technically possible for everyone to enjoy a good standard of living if wealth were redistributed, exploitation ceased and the arms race abandoned. The inequitable distribution of wealth prevents the whole society from enjoying the full benefits of people's labor, intelligence and creativity and causes great misery for working class and poor people. 

Classism is the systematic oppression of poor people and people who work for wages by those who have access to control of the necessary resources by which other people make their living. Classism is also held in place by a system of beliefs which ranks people according to economic status, "breeding," job and level of education. Classism says that upper class people are smarter and more articulate than working class and poor people. It is a way of keeping people down, it means upper-middle class and wealthy people define for everyone else what "normal" or "acceptable" is. Many of us have come to accept this standard as the norm and many of us have bought the myth that most of the country is middle class. 

Criteria for determining class identity is subject to debate, being variously defined by origins, workforce status, income and/or outlook. For example, some consider all who derive their income from wages members of the working class; others exclude that percentage of the workforce which constitutes the professionals and managers whose incomes are high enough to provide a stake in the capitalist system. Depending on the breadth of one's definition, 70-85% of the population can be considered working class. This is true despite the fact that the individuals themselves might identify as or with the middle class. These individuals, however, are not beneficiaries of middle class privileges. 

Class affects people not only on an economic level, but also on an emotional level. Classist attitudes have caused great pain by dividing people from one another and keeping individuals from personal fulfillment or the means to survive. Consequently, the process of rejecting such attitudes and their accompanying misinformation is an emotional one. Since people tend to hurt each other because they themselves have been hurt, and since most forms of oppression are accompanied by economic discrimination, class overlaps with many other social issues, all of which move as we unravel how we've been hurt. 

The stereotype is that poor and working class people are unintelligent, inarticulate and "overly emotional." A good ally (a non-working-class committed supporter) will contradict these messages by soliciting the knowledge and histories of poor working class people, being a thoughtful listener, trying to understand what is being said, and not criticizing how the message is being presented or responding with automatic defensiveness. Distrust despair and anger are common consequences of oppression; it is the test of a true ally to remain undeterred when these flare up and to refrain from withdrawing support at such points. When targets of oppression believe the lies about ourselves, we are "internalizing our oppression.'' To begin to undo the damage caused by classism, it is useful for everyone to examine our own feelings about money, education, privilege, power, relationships, culture and ethnicity. This advice applies to organizations as well. 

For general discussion:
As a movement, who are we and who are we trying to reach in terms of class? How? To whom do our literature and events appeal? How are poor people's needs being met in our organizing? What steps are being taken to change people's attitudes about classism? Are poor and Third World people invited to participate in organization planning? What is being done to reach and involve organized and unorganized workers? What are we doing to support poor, workingdass and people of color in their struggles? 

The situation for poor and workingclass people in our movement and organization:
Is classism evident in who does what work in the organization? Are poor and workingclass people facilitators, spokespeople and/or media contacts and leaders, and not just relegated to cleanup crews and collating mailings? Are organizing expenses paid upfront, or promptly reimbursed? 

Meetings and events:
Make meetings and events known and accesssible to poor and workingclass people. Be aware of how the length, time and frequency of meetings affects full-time workers, especially those who parent. Arrange for transportation. Routinely provide childcare and sliding scales. Ask people what they need to be able to attend meetings and events. How does income-level and dass composition affect the development of resources, the dates of demonstrations, the levels of commitment and power working people can have, the events sponsored? What are the cultural offerings? Who are the speakers and entertainers? 

Process:
Make sure that process isn't actually being used to tell poor and workingclass people how to behave by "proper" etiquette. 

Is consensus being used so that decisions favor those who can stay the longest, or who are used to getting their own way and will block to do so? 

Watch that group hugs and rituals are not imposed--allow people to interact with each other in whatever ways feel comfortable to them. 

Civil disobedience (CD):
Does class determine who is able and who is unable to commit civil disobedience? How can we make it economically possible for those who want to commit CD to do so? How do we keep CD from being a movement privilege, with activists who can afford to tally arrest counts granted subsequently more political prestige? How do those who are arrested relate to the regular prison population (taking into account how class figures in their treatment)? 

Be aware of how police are dealing with people of color, gay, lesbian, and known movement people during arrest situations. Be prepared to come to the aid of anyone who has been singled out by the police and may be receiving harsher treatment than others. 

Realize that during the booking process questions that are being asked to determine whether or not people can be released on their own recognizance, are particularly discriminatory. These questions concentrate on your economic, social, sexual and prior arrest standing. 

Realize that bail is the most blatant example of classism. Those who have money get out of jail--those who don't stay in. 

--from articles by Donna Warnock and Laura Briggs 

the institutionalized system of domination of the ruling class over the working class and its manifestations in the united states classism is often exhibited as:
· the complete lack of democracy in our political system 

· a false belief in meritocracy 

· the refusal of americans to discuss the effects and causes of class and thus risk indicting the capitalist system for the suffering of millions at home and abroad 

classism is profoudly evident in the complete lack of adequate amounts of the following goods for a large porportion of the population:
· housing 
· clothes 
· health care 

· safe and reliable child care 
· education 

· the opportunity to vote 
· the opportunity to work 

· the right to join a labor union that can effectively protect one's rights 
· the opportunity to exercise the rights of free speech, freedom of the press, freedom of religion, and freedom of expression 

· fair prices for goods 
· reproductive freedom 
· world and community peace 
· a safe and healthy planet 
· freedom from discrimination 
· access to good public transportation 
the following describes people have been victims of classism:
people who sell their labor power, either to a member of the ruling class whom they work for, or in the form of a product when they work for themselves. their livelihood is determined by someone else who is above them in the power structure or by their self-exploitation. these people may have families that they support by working. they do not have job security. 
the following describes people who have benefited from classism and capitalism:
people who own the means of production and make profits from the labor of the working classes. this includes the owners of corporations and large companies. these people attempt to make profits for their investors, not for the public good, so it's to their advantage to pay their workers as little as possible
http://jillyfish.tripod.com/community/classism.html
We have all heard of and discussed racism, sexism, homophobia and many other forms of bigotry, but one thing we have left out of the discussion is the poor. Why are the poor getting poorer while the rich are getting richer? This appears to be a fundamental problem in America today for a number of reasons all of which hinge on the simple question, "If we are the land of opportunity, then why don't the poor get opportunities?" This is a question of education, families, community involvement, job placement, and much more. 

To look closer at this problem we notice that the inner city schools are consistently lower standardized test scores than the private or suburban public schools. With just this one indicator we have a number of problems we must face. Maybe the quality of education is lower. If this is the case we have to ask why. In many areas of America, only a small portion of the schools funding comes from the federal government, most comes from local property taxes. This makes it clear how the inner city school would have fewer resources. The poorer neighborhoods have lower property values, so they collect fewer taxes and have fewer resources. Inner city students also face problems of gang violence and drugs at a completely different level than any other type of school. For example, take the existence of metal detectors at the junior high schools so that kids don't enter school with knives and guns. Another common rule at inner city schools that are prone to violence is the abolition of book bags because you can conceal a great many things in a book bag. These are all little things that point toward a larger more menacing problem. What is happening to the poor? 

The results of this dichotomy between the rich and the poor are great in variety but feed off of one basic idea. Without an education in our society you don't have the ticket to opportunity. You have a much smaller chance of becoming a lawyer if you can't make it past highschool. In America today we require an education to reach many of the top paying professions. So if there is a fundamental breakdown in education in the lower income areas, they are being denied the equal opportunities that someone in a private school that specializes in teaching for the college advanced placement tests. This lack of an educational opportunity perpetuates the low-income status. If you are forced to flip burgers for a living and that has been your best job, what is to keep you from dealing drugs? What is to keep you from stealing from the wealthy? Sure there is the threat of the "man" bringing you down, but if the situation appears futile, what can you do? 

So what causes this perpetual hell? I believe it is an effect of our well trained capitalism. In our society we have been brought up to think that you always can work your way out of a bad situation and "make something of yourself". With that ideology and the belief that whatever you earn is yours, America is in need of some revitalization. The market economy's strong drive to compete ad outpace your competitors has lead to the a stagnation of the income of the poor. Politically people blame poor education on the teachers union. They claim help programs as failures because of a few "welfare mothers" having kids for tax breaks. They refuse to create job programs in the name of "anti-socialism". They refuse to assist with day care expenses, drug rehabilitation, and career re-training programs all in the name of republicanism. 

How can we stop this tragic episode in the American history? The answer is not simple and it lies at the foundations of our society. Can we ideologically support the poor and capitalism simultaneously? Yes, we can. We can reorganize our governmental ideals and budgets. We can place a higher priority on helping the people rather than paying huge quantities for corporate welfare. We have a lot of small scale examples of how people have overcome their poverty to reach greatness, but that is not necessarily what we are after. We should provide opportunities to all Americans, poor or wealthy, regardless of skin color, sexual orientation, and religion. I think that isn't too much to ask.

http://www.trincoll.edu/zines/tj/tj11.21.96/articles/notes.html

