CHAPTER FOUR

No Shame in (This) Game

IN THE EARLY 19908, the McDonald’s Corporation launched a televi-
sion ad campaign featuring a young black man named Calvin, whf:) was
portrayed sitting atop a Brooklyn stoop in his Golden Arches uniform

while his friends down on the sidewalk passed by, giving him a hard time

about holding down a “McJob.” After brushing off their teasing with
good humor, Calvin is approached furtively by one young black man who
asks, sotto vace, whether Calvin might help him get a job too. He allows
that he could use some earnings and that despite the ragging he has just
given Calvin, he thinks the uniform is really pretty cool—or at least that
having a job is pretty cool. .

Every fast food worker we interviewed for this book knew the (.Zalvm
series by heart: Calvin on the job, Calvin in the streets, Calvin helping an
elderly woman cross the street on his way to work, Calvin getting pro-
moted to management. And they knew what McDonald’s was trying to
communicate to young people by producing the series in the first place:
that the stigma clings to fast food jobs, that it can be overcome, and that
even your best friends will come to admire you if you stick with it—after
they’ve finished dissing you in public.

Americans have always been committed to the moral maxim that work
defines the person. We carry around in our heads a rough tally that tells
us what kinds of jobs are worthy of respect and what kinds are to be dis-
dained, a pyramid organized by the income a job carries, the sort of cre-
dentials it takes to secure a particular position, the qualities of an
occupation’s incumbents—and we use this systemn of stratification (ruth:—
lessly at times) to boost the status of some and humiliate others. Th;s
penchant for ranking by occupation is more pervasive in the United
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States than in other socicties, where there are different ways of evaluating
the personal worth of individuals. In these societies, coming from a “good
family” counts heavily in the calculus of social standing. Here in America,
there is no other metric that matters as much as the kind of job you hold.

Given our tradition of equating moral value with employment, it
stands to reason that the most profound dividing line in our culture is
that separating the working person from the unemployed.: Only after this
canyon has been crossed do we begin to make the finer gradations that
distinguish white-collar worker from bhue-collar worker, CEO from sec-
retary. We attribute a whole host of moral virtues—self-discipline, per-
sonal responsibility, maturity—to those who have found and kept a job,
almost any job, and dismiss those who haven’t as slothful or irresponsible.

We inhabit an unforgiving culture that is blind to the many rea-
sons why some people cross that employment barrier and others are left
behind. While we may remember, for a time, that unemployment rates
are high, or that particular industries have downsized millions of workers
right out of a job, or that racial barriers or negative attitudes toward
teenagers make it harder to get a job at some times and for some people,
in the end American culture wipes these background truths out in favor
of a simpler dichotomy: the worthy and the unworthy, the working stiff
and the lazy sloth.

These days, our puritanical attitudes owe some of their force to the
resentment the employed bear toward the taxes they must pay to support
those who cannot earn on their own. But it has deeper cultural dimen-
sions. From the earliest beginnings of the nation, work has been the sine
qua non of membership in this society. Adults who work are full-fledged
citizens in the truest sense of the term—complete participants in the
social world that is most highly valued. No other dimension of life—
community, family, religion, voluntary organizations—qualifies Ameri-
cans for this designation of citizen in the same way.

We express this view in a variety of ways in our social policies. Virtually
all our benefits (especially health care but including unemployment
insurance, life insurance, child care tax credits, etc.) are provided through
the employment system. In Western Europe this is often not the case:
health care is provided directly through the tax system and benefits come
to people who are political “citizens” whether they work or not. In the
United States, however, those outside the employment system are catego-
rized as unworthy and made to feel it by excluding them from these
systems of support. To varying degrees, we “take care” of the socially
excluded by creating stigmatized categories for their benefits—welfare
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