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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. 
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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
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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
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