Joanna Kadi
Stupidity “Deconstructed™

workers move deliberately around the cwrying heavy louds. They can parely talk over the

Dozens 0
building site al the Universily of Minnesow, dnv- ihey are communicating and working

ling dungerous syuipment.

notse, but

ing huge machines. hand together well. A wrongly-interpreted nod, & Mmis-

Joanna Kadi, “Stupidity Deconstructed.”  from Thinking Class. pp- 3057, Copyright 2 1996 by South End Press. Reprinted by

permission ol the publisher. Notes hase been renumbered.



STUPIDITY “DECONSTR UCTED™

understood word, a petty quarrel could mean the loss
of a hand or a life, Although that’s not the only reason
for cooperaiive efforts: they're 4 commoil working-
class practice.

1 connect with these workers.
people like them, worked with people like them—
I'm one of them. The worsl jobs T've hud were mude
bearable thanks to our jokes. camuraderie, easy fow
of conversation. The Familinr sweal. dirty hands.
missing teeth, and lined faces reassure me. Workers.

Workers at the university. We've buill every uni-
versity that has ever existed, yer we're shunned and
despised within academia’s hallowed halls. Explicitly
and implicitly, we’ve been taught our place—and it’s
not in a student’s desk or ihe professors’ lounge.
We're needed 1o construct the university, maintain.
clean, and repair il

Oh, we re welcome here, as long as we stay where

we're supposed to. We know the monster that pre-
gents itsclf if we dare step oul of place. Stupid. We are
too stupid to study. fearn. think, analyze, critigue.
Becatise working-tlass people are stupid. So much
energy goes into the social lie that poor people are
stupid: capitalism needs a basic rationalization o
explain why things happen the way they do. So we
hear, over and over, that our lousy jobs and living situ-
ations result from our lack of smarts. 1 intemnatized
{his lie. Rationally, 1 knew mongey and brains didn’t
o hand in hand. But on deep unconscious levels,
1 believed in my own stupidity and in the supidiiy of
working-class people.

I want to examine these dynamics in
which I ritled “Stupidity * Deconstructed™ ™ in order 10
connect with construction workers cinel (G eXpress my
irritation toward postmodernists who consistently
use the term. This piece goes hand in hand with
the writing of working-cluss people commitied 0
theorizing about our gxperiences in universities and
factories. It's past time for sucha movemnent; we nust
create theory about our lives. No one clse. 1f middic-
and upper-middie-class people want [0 write about
indloctrination into class privilege and unlearning il.
greal, But leave the rest o us.

A sordid history lurks here. Middie- and upper-
middle class academics have traditionally sought out
the experiences and stones of working-class/working-

I've lived with

this essay
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poor people for use in shaping theory. That is, we
provide the raw material of bare facts and touching
stories; they transform these rough elements 1nto
theory . Sound familiar? Gosh, it sounds like an exact
replication of factory activity. Academics have
approached me after P've given presentafions on
cluss, and suid, “The stories about your family are
o interesting.” (Oh, thank you so murech. ) Don't you
think they'd be stronger if you let them stand on their
own?" Unedited translation: give me your stories, I'l}
write the theory. Leave it to the experts. s ume 1o

forget that shit.

YES, I'M A WORTHY PERSON,
I HAVE TWO UNIVERSITY DEGREES

i understand the workings of universities. | paid
astention when | studied at the University of Toronto
and the Episcopal Divinity School in Massachusetis.
['ve hung ouf on other CAMpPUSEs, and heard more
than enough university stories. Levels of elitism and
arrogunce vary with regional difference, size, pres-
tige, and how many misfits end up on the campus,
but the core syslem remains: privileged people
belong here.

If only I'd known this ycars ago! Then anger,
instead of feeling crazy, alienated, and stupid, would
have been uppermost. Doa't get e started. Even
hearing that word mckes iy hload botl, Even hearing
the word “smeart” makes ny Hlaod hoil. T want 1o
wring your neck.

From u young age., | loved to read and write and
learn. But my future in that general motors city had
been mapped out, and books didn’1 appear anywhere.
1 didn't like the map; nor did I like being surrounded
by people who treated me like a handy reposifory
for muddy bools and unmitigated rage. Universily
offered a good solution {(or 0 i thought). [ started
working paid jobs at age ten and saved every penny
for the endeuvor.

[n Mr. Smiythe’s muth class, the third floor of that
ancient fiigh school. sun streams through windows
onto old wooden desks. Tesi results are read out
loud—no surprises. Top marks for me. the Johnsen
wins, Brian Kingsley. Jonathon Woodiey, Amandz



12

Brivian. Thell label. brap, v JIAMN and purty T
'.;m)ctps_\chi;llrm.t‘.\cculi\c.
Smnvthe advised the lohn=on
loronto hut not

Their parents: dociot,
Mine: tine worker. LS
wwins 1o apph o Wowerlow or
McMaster, and the intricucies ol differences berw et
Hiese  universities  welil oul

cuidanee counselor poufes
Brian onee o weeks M

Wy over i e,

pumphiets nd

[N

reference bouks w 1t aid

Mire, Wouodley and Jonathon drove tow differat
canpus each » eekend. b got wicehed eveny Fridin
and Satuidiy mght anid £y
by hoys a» sloned and drunk s nie,

Despile fy party -e7 it desprie e luck ol hetf
despite my total clue-

pnedd around preins driven

in selecuing the “right” sehosl,
plied to three universities, Only mo
AnsCripls: NO entries {or parents’
activities. Freshout of lugh

lesspess. 1 ap
orades appeared on tr
ork history o7 weekend
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wutnen exuding puise and conndence as they dis-
cussed graduale school options and Karl Mar.
(Marx. Oh. yeah. that guy those other rich! people 1
worked sithat CBC Radio used to spout off about.)
Wiart am § doinig ere? | talked 1o junitors and T tatked
o Kint, the last hold-out for cigaraties in the whole
deparineiit. We scrunched in cOTNErs of the smoking
lounge su she couid indulge and the smcke gave me i
"t cure. Better o headache than
crazy. Kun anchored me. A while girl. working-class.
Jkinny and tough. We sat close
and whispered comments 10

heudache. but 1 dicn

anart as 4 whip.
jogether in hick TOws
cach other berause we couldn’t say them our lond.
[ couldn’t have made it without het.

Anather bizarre tuim of events dropped me in
oraduate school. A professor at U of T actuaily took
an interest inme. My wrain Hip-flopped. “Y ou should
graduite school.” she told me earnestly.

ou on 10
e such good study

“ypu're very smarl And vou hav
habits, You would do 50 well” Smart? No. stupid.
Craduate school? No. janitor. What is graduale school”
2 What'san MLATA Ph.D.7? They

What happens there.
st be he same things with aifferent names. 1 suid

nothing out foud. ihat would reveal my stupidity. A
friend told me about & university withva masler’s pro-
oruin ferpinist ethics. 1 didin’t know uny other grudu-
Ale programs. § didn’ 1 know how 10 find them. [ can’s
hetieve Prwriting i dowen. Now people will kitew
fuuse o stpic | yeally am. fdidn’L know juckshit.

i applied for the Tetninist ethics progrant and lud
out siringenl conditions to make it as unlikely s poss-
ible 1 would ever get there. If the school offered me
arship covering (uition, a job on

aceeptee. i whol
aver and me. Then. and only

catupus. housing formy |
then. would 1 take the leap. My divorce moncy had
dried up. and [ » ould neyer, never ina million vears.
ke oul a loan. T knew all about loans and debts.
Exeiy wurking-oliss person [grew up with lnid down
e Lw s never take out @ loan Tor anything except &
a house. Loons are pud, Debts arc bad.
cet rid of ihese norrible burdens. ['d Hy
for praduate

mortgage o
Yo'l never
(0 the moon hetore borrowing Ioney
cchool. Graduaie cehool Whatis it?
The school met my stringent conditions. Uh-ol.
Rut once there. | tound loann and Sheri and Meck.
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and we laughed until we cried and cried until we
jaughed aboul academia and how supid we felt. We
didnt have Aristotle and Socrates as reference points.
couldn’t even spell the names. We didn’t know how
1o use the library sysiem. We hadn’t grown up with
parents and family friends waxing nostalgic about
university days and cutesy pranks, thus easing our
entry into this strange world.

Then, something truly amazing. A working-class
professor. | studied with one of the most brilliant
minds in this country. Dr. Katie Geneva Cannon, &
working-class, African-American woman from the
South, who pushed me and pushed me and pushed me
to think critically about cluss. Tuke it apart. figure it
out, analyze it. if’s just like my brother used to do
when he started building siereo equipment atage ten,
pult and pull and pull. you are smart, she said, you
need to write. 1 sat in class, sweating, longue-tied.
scared shitless, and looked at her, teaching, question-
ing, inspiring, her brilliance shining like a star. Ste
was destined to cook and leanr for white people, that
is. if she didn't get sonrething worse—if she van duir,
mayhe [ cantoo.

Buildings cut from fine stone and beautiful wood,
My hands ache with the remembering. The mainten-
ance men | worked with: Tony, shy and sweel with
a faint Portuguese accents Al. tough hide covering
4 heart like worn flannel: Eddy. drifting from job
1o job, booze on his breath, twisted grin, broken
front tooth. I worked with them through the summer
and felt so comlortable in our little lounge, drink-
ing coffee and smoking. smoking, always smoking—
rich people have given it up but we've still pufting
away.

1 spent hours wrestling with voices in 1y head
telling me “You're stupid.” and listening o trusted
friends telling me ~You're not stupid. This system
makes you feel stupid.” We figured ouf our own
analysis: the university system 1is intricately linked
with the capitalist systenu People with power al the
university will do their part to reinforce and pro-
mole the capitalist explanation for cluss dilference——
smart rich people. stapid poor people—in return for
continued benefits and privileges from the cuirent
structure. They don’t wanl & motley bunch of upstart
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working-class urchins figuring any of this out and
refusing to sit in quiet shame.

They don’t want araduates of their system to end
up like me: class identity and loyalties stronger than
ever, angry about the others who never had a chance.
who still believe they're stupid. who abways will.
some already in their graves. Yes, I'mangry.

CONS’I‘RUCTING!DEC()NSTRUCTING:
BUILDING/HIRING

For the capitalist sysiento continue ruthlessly grind-
ing on (or for the capitalist syslem (O “succeed,” as
you would say) those of us bred for stupid and/or dan-
gerous work must believe we're not as smarl as the
people who boss us around, 1t's critical, Capitalism
necds simple explanations about why poor people
with lousy jobs take orders from men in suits. Lack of
brains fits the biil. (So does the lie that rich people
work harder. Tl tackle that in anotlier essay.) Any
noticeable class divisions stem from ditference in
intellectual capacity. Connected to this is the touting
of “American ingenuity” as the doorway to upward
mobility. I7s as untrue as the existence of a whole
class of stupid people, but if enough people believe
it—even partially believe it—-this idea will reinforce
and sirengthen capitalism, After all, if we believe
brains lead to success, we'll blame curselves for not
gelling ahead. Personal failure, not systemic oppres-
sion. explains why we'Te going nownere so very fast.
[ grew up learning she bulk of the populalion in our
small general motors city—that 1s. workers—was
slupid, Dunb, brutish, boring, close 1o animals. Did
believe it? In somne ways, I knew people inmy family
lhad brains and the bosses didn’t. My extended family
joked about it frequently. But justas trequently, they
indicated they believed it. And al deep levels, Linter-
nalized the lie and lived with it for years. it impacted
my thoughts. decisions. and actions. and surfaced
resoundingly when I entered university. The smug-
ness and certainty with which upper-middle-class
peopie paraded their brain cells jarred me: for a time
1 was laken in by this. and ii contrasted so sharply
with my inability to spedk, let alone parade, that 1 felt
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cledin upr YO ONWH ISP, Vavhe we H fnd fuipdion
work aud the drudae work will be shiared equally.
Mavhe we lf remove yoi feet from our nee hs.

OFf course. § didn’t teel stupid a university ondy
beciuse of constructions concerning stupid workers.
That coupled with an unfwmitiar upper-middle-class
worid made me feel stupia. T didnTknow any of the
middle-classfupper-nudidie-class - reference pomts
and contexis. ranging from GRE '~ and LA s 10
Ph.D."s and posi-doc Tellowships. | couldn’t swish
around with e entticument of privileged studenis:
| crepl. 1 diked junitors more han professors, mute
to the poini. [identiticd with junioss. not prot [SEVIIE

Language, proved crucially impuorta i spetling
a door inlo olurity, awareness, and class pride.
happened this wiy: i arew up wreund people w hoe
built things- -houses, additions on houses. large
buildings. They talked about w by suying. *1 butlt
thal.,” This meant they planied and designed some
thing. then picked up « hamimer. tails, and saw . and
begun constyucling.

University professors used 1ils satne pizase. oflen
when discussing sunitier humes. They suid authori-

tatively, T built that.” [ kiew whit it meant (o butid
something and [ thought they meant they must hive
built their swnmer home, Bui they didn’t luok like
they knew anvilung sboul construction work. I feil
conlused. | was wstounded when T siumbled aerons
the transiation. 1 bunlt this” really meant
somc of vou to build this forme.”

S0, Privileged people misuse linguage FARRTH IS

] hired

that  distorl memungs 0f Connonplace, easy-1o-

understand words bhe “huid.” This oid me some:
thing. Then | read ariicles peusing on class, usuadby
writicn by unpversity professars, U looked Torwaid
these. because 1 nveded o des clop iy cluss diady sis
and thought these articies would heip. But agiin dis-
appointment and shidue resuited. | didn Cwisderstad
most of what 1 read, Abstawct and inperon.ad. these
easays sloud Trew tnws renn ¢ from conerete reud-

ity of working-class lile.
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Alter confusion and shame, wnother door opened.
If they nisused o simple word Tike build. how could
[ trust themn? 1f thely articles used weird words like
“profetariat” and showed they didn’t knew the firsi
thing about us. maybe they weren T quite SO ST
Mavhe we weren't grie so stapid,

vy hunch solidified after examining academic
Atteaction 10 and use of postmodern theory and lan-
cuage. This horrible mis of distorted language and
casual appropriation of our ideas ailowed 1ne once
and for all to dismiss the ideology about stupid work-
ers. As furas te can tell, postmodern theoreticians siy
nothing new, bul i their innccessible language makes 1t
appear as though they do. For example. they re fasci-
mated with the notion that multiple realities exist in
sucieny. and rhey ve writien and theorized cxen-
sively about this,

Pun-lease. Fvervbody in my neighborhood, in-
cluding the mechames who had 1o snifl carben
monoxide in tiny. enclosed garages all day long.
orasped that idea with no problem. We lived it. We
had our reality. the bosses had theirs, and we unicter-
stond them botl. Theorists like W. E. B. Du Bois
wrole about double consciousness——whereby African
Amecricans understand their reality and white people’s

— i the turn of this century, But 've never seen
positnodernists attribute these ideas te the people
of color andfor working-class people who've lived
and understood them for centurics. Instead. post-
mudernists steal these ideas and dress them up o lan-
guage so inacoessible only a tiny, elite group can
discuss thein.

Woe need (o ash. and begin answering, hard. prac-
tical questions. Who defines smart and stupid. and
why? Who misuses language., and for whose benefit?
Who writes theory. and why? Who goes to univer-
iy, and why? Who does the academy serve”? Can
aniversities be transtormed into places where ever -
une is welcomed and respeeted?!

it ihis country. Lhe first institutions of higher
learnig were trade or agricultural schools and theo-
togicad cenrers, with liberal urts colleges und medical
wehools foliow ina, Around the taen of this century.
wilh the establshment of standardization and class-

biased swidelines. universilies 1ok on the task of
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serving middle- and upper-cluss white men. Thaur
group enjoyed peace and quiei for several decades.
until the rest of us began banging on the door.
Grudgingly, after years and years of hard work, little
chinks appeared in those thick. stone doors. The
doors we built, with our hands. The doors we couldn’t
walk through. The mislis demanded entrance:
Africans, Asians, Natives, Arabs, Latinos. women,
queers. even welfare mothers. Even the sons and
daughters of [actory workers and miners and janitors.
What's a rich white man to do? The stress must be
unbelicvable. Poor guys.

Capitalism exists as a human consiruct. nol a
patural or innate system. We've been sieeped in hies
about its inevitability, and 11 seems (o take on Lls 0Wwn
life as ils instilutions reinforce each other and the
system. Bul it is a human consiruct, carefully set up
to keep a small number of people streiched out com-
fortably along the backs of the rest of us. Remember:
human constructs can be destroyed.

RICH EQUALS SMART, POOR
EQUALS STUPID

i think of the university and a swift hot anger rushes
from the pit of my slomach, sweeps through my
throat. bursts out of my mouth. Stone buildings beau-
tifully carved, wooden rooms beautifully balanced.
Underpaid exploited workers. QOur hands next to the
hands of & professor ~deconstructing™ ideas with
strings of six-syllable words. Smpid. Underpaid
exploited workers keeping these buildings clean.
Stupid. 1 think of mysell and working-class friends
sifting in back rows. saying nothing, swealing. feartul
that one word from these stubborn. hurt mouths will
betray us, will expose our selvesfour class.

Many mechanisms have been created in fhis
rigidly defined, class-structured society (o keep poor
people in our pluce. Our place. We crouch over and
the rest of you keep your fect on ouwr necks, You sit
complacently, feet resting comfionably—Could you
move just a little bit to the left?"—crossing ankles.
smiling in our direction—"Very nice.” One such
mechanism is the constant. cross-racial image of the
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worker s stupid. Growing up. I attached “stupid” to
workers and “smart” 10 executives. This didn’s
happen because of a weird personal quirk. It resuited
from force-fed images and words of TV shows, news-
papers. magazines, and movies. Any TV show with
working-class characters, first “The Honeymooness”
and "1 Love Lucy,” then "Alt Inthe Family.” covertly
and overtly highlighted the stupidity of bus drivers,
fuctory workers, and plumbers. Movies, hooks, and
comics followed suit. At school, middle-class kids
called us stupid; we hurled back “stuck up,” but never
“stupid.” Working-class/working-poor kids failed
and dropped cul. but not midale-class kids. Our town
newspaper consistently portrayed general motors
executives as calm, rational types, while union mem-
bers appeared unthinking, wild, and chaotic.

Oh, yoi're exaggerating. Youl ve gone too far
Stupid merely refers to someone not tervibly intetli-
gent. You've attached all these cultral, class-based
meanings. You're way oul o d fimh. Chill oul.

People are gonna think vou' re s

{ look up “stupid” in the dictionary and find: 1.
clow of mind, obtuse, brulish; 2. dulled in feeling or
sensation, torpid; 3. marked by or resulting from dull-
ness, senseless; 4, tacking nterestor poinl, vexatious,
e,\'us.peratiln,r__'.2 I look up stupid in the dictionary and
feel: 1. recognition; 2. affirmation of what 1 have felt
my whole life and what [ am saying in this essay; 3.
fury; 4. disgust.

This dictionary definition fits precisely with what [
learned in iy bones before 1 could talk. A very par-
ticular sei of cultural baggage goes along with stupid.
Nol a mere deseription of how well someone thinks.
stupid has become a cvltural concept with a particular
code und set of signifiers that describe working-class
pcople as the middle and upper clusses perceive and
construct us. 1t doesn’t truthfully describe working-
cluss people: rather, 1t speaks clearly to the particular
understanding rich people created and maiatain with
i vengeance.

Brutish, dutl, senseless. [ grew wp believing we're
thick-skinned, slow-witted . imperviots pain, bor-
ing. The dominant cuiture drove this point home
relentlessty. Someone called me sensitive and [
couldn’t grasp her meaning. Working-class people



40

can't be sensitive. Rich people construct us as stupid
and brainwash us Doy One o make us beneve 1 We
read their newspapers. waicit thelt TV shows, tuke i
their movies, and work jobs that reinforce what we
sce wnd hear. A vicious ey cle.

What's the reality? 1 do know working-class peo-
ple who it the stercotype. OF course. their brains
have been fried from decades of drudge work, Like
Howie. my purter on the asseinbly Tine. Slow . bareh
able 1o get a curnplele sentence oui of his iouth,
unable to beheve | learned hus job in two hours,
Vacunt look. holfow eyves. Couldn't read. Yor s
WOrKIng on an dasentbls fivie. ar the see seaiion,
for thurev-ergh years. How wieresting will vou be”
How sinch will vou Eneaw abons world affairs ! How
creative witl vou feel.

s puinful 16 ackuowicdge the fact U somw of

our braimy have been fricd. Not stepid from birth. as
rich people tistst. but fricd from decades ol the most
boring. idiotic, repetitis ¢ work imaginable, Uve done
it I foughl every minuie o heep oo mind away from
the hovering voia. The boredoni, lethags . apatiy,
and meaiinglessisess surrourddimg thae factory, sui-
rounding every factory. constluies a horrible and
violating reality of daily lile.

Stupd, They marked my fumily as stupid, and this
confused me. | didn™t think we were. but had no tools
for arguing against such an intense soclal construct. |
erew more confused and inlernalized the beliel inmy
own stupichiy . as all around me.my Timily proceeded
with their Tives wind used their brinns, My aunt wend
from grade schowd educanion 1o neighborhuod CPA:
she Kiew ail the deductions. coeld add numbers
ridiculously quickly. und did <veryone’s 1aaes for
free, My erndluther. Hiciae i three lanpoages,
poor. steered new Lebanese immigrants throuwgh the
morass of landlords, bosses. Liwsers, My tuther and
uncles, with therr tenth-gride educations, hlled our
duily crossword puzzles with pens and painstakingly
planned. calcufated. measured. added rooms un simad!
houses. with winng. plucsdng. support beans, cei-
ings, Noor tiles, nuever w sintecnih of wn inch vt
I'once helped o friend build & pocch. holding boasds
in place as she hununered. blinking i disbehiel
because hall-inch gaps appeared. My mother wnd
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aunts balanced budgets. paving bills with nonexistent
funds. borrowing some from here, begging some
from there. adding and subtracting large numbers i
their heads.

Class socialization begins early. Material posses-
siots. home ens ironment. und neighborheod provide
information aboul our presenl situation and our
future. Family rembers” sense of/lack of entitlement
and expectation provides more. Social constructions
of class. put owt by institutions such as media und
school, are a thivd factor. Whether family members
resist of unquestioninghy take in these social con-
structions impacts class socialization.

for a contimuous supply of expendable workers,
capitaiism must offer ideas and experiences thut
reinforce each other. It people who look. act. talk,
and live like you are constantly portrayed as working
purticular jobs because they ‘re (oo stupid 10 get any-
thing better, chances are vou'll believe the lie when
vou end up in the same factory.

Ideas help remforce and explun different class
locations. Cupitalism relies on vartous institutions,
<uch us the university. to pass on relevant knowledge
abour the system. Universities need lo replicate and
reinforce centrul ideclogies. Such as poor people
stupid. rich people smurt—a perfect example of the
kind of polarized thinking that has hindered and
weakened Western thought for centuries, These cate-
corizations feed into an either/or mentality and ignore
complications and complexittes. They alse shore up
oppressive syslems of racism. sexisin, and classism
because of the positive meaning attached to one hall
oF the equation and the negative meaning attached o
the vther—male/female. white/black, heterosexuals
humosexuad. virgin/whore. thinking/feeling. | always
inctude rich/poor and smart/stupid i this list ol
inportunt categories: lately 1've begun o perecive
the ways they map on (o each other to become richs-
nurl/poorstupid.

In the vgars |spent in Women's Studics, we spent
hours and bours analyzing the superficial natwre of
duidistic thinking around men/women. white/black.
wid thicking/leeling, and reflected on more com-
piicuted and realistic understandings. But we never
touched on the smart/stupid. rich/poor breakdown.

R T 2 1
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{Of course, we were in i university classroon.) This
particular ideological split goes a long way to support
the dangerous. clussist myth 've discussed in this
essay. IU's time to pay attention.

In thinking about reh smart/poor stupid. we need
10 analyze stupidity and imelligence. Writing this
essay might play into the belief that onty one kind
of intelligence exists. the kind defined and revered
by the ruling class in conjunciion with academics.
because | focus on the university. the stupid/smart
dichotomy, and class oppression. That's not my
intention. Inn the same ways Tunderstand the category
of “race™ as a myth while acknowledging the reality
of racism and different physicalfcultural traits, T want
to put “intelligence’ as defined in o limited and nar-
row way by the ruling class info the myth category,
while acknowiedging a variety of mental capacitics
and different Lypes ol intelligence.?

Muany different kinds of intelligence exist, and
these cross class lines. Universities revere the type of
intelligence that can synthesize information rapidiy
and understand absiract concepis. Equally valid types
ol intelligence enable u child to design and build a
bird house, a mother 10 balance a budget with no
meney. an “uneducarted” man to enthrall listeners
with stories, a young woman who hasn’t had music
fessons to compose @ plano fune. a girl 1o wrile a
poem, a homeless person 1o compiehend the poem.
a neighborhood to devise a plan to stop a company
from dumping toxic waste. three young women
to invent scathing responses (o calcalls and whistles.
Thesc types of intelligence require creativity, humor,
ability (o ask questions, carc. a good memeory. com-
passion. belief in solidarity, ability (o project an
image of something that doesn’t physicully exist.

Some manual-labor jobs require intelligent, cre-
ative thinking, such as carpentry, video technology,
and grounds keeping/designing. Most manual-labor
Jjobs require little thinking of any sort, and are inarked
by monotony und danger. Some executive jobs re-
quire mtelligence and creative thinking, and mosl
don’t. (None, however, are likely 1o be dangerous.)
Oun the whole, capitalisin has offered liitle in the way
of stimulating, educattonal. growth-enhancing work
experiences.

CANITREALLY BE WORKING-CLASS
AND SMART?

The sarcasm in this heading is an attempl 1o get at
underlying and often unconscious beliefs about
stupidity which popped up constantly after [ got my
master’s degree. People freaked out. Working-cluss
people with university degrees freak cut ourselves
and our nuddle-class “brothers and sisters”™ (more
sarcasm). We ask: "Am [ siill workingclass?”
Middle-ciass people inform us. delicately and sensi-
tively: “You re not working-class anymore.”

Where do these reactions come from? Let me first
examine what working-class people mean when we
say: am D oworking-class now? 1 have a university
degree. A secret subtext, a criticul message lurks here,

One day | figured oul my translation. When 1
asked: "Am [ working-cluss now that [have a univer-
sity degree,” [ meant: "Am [ working-class now that
I'm smare?” Back to my theory about dualistic think-
ing. If the stupid/smart dichotomy is a cornerstone of
the academy, and if this division rests clearly along
class lines (rich people smart/poor people stupid)
then conferring university degrees onto middle- and
upper-class peopie isn't oaly about knowiedge,
courses passed, GPAs. degrees, and job security.
University degrees constitute a symbol, a marker,
so the world understands the bearer comes from the
middle/upper-class. Degrees separate this  group
from lowly. unprivileged, stupid workers.

Then working-class people traverse the minefield
of academia and end up with initials after our names.
We gel confused. Very confused, because those
mitials symbolize the separation between rich and
poor. Rich people need these degrees to [eel smart,
io remind themselves they are not a lowly janitor
sweeping halls, w lowly cook slopping oul lousy cufe-
teria food, They need them, but somehow we end up
with them. We get confused. Are we announcing
we're simart? But working-class people can’t be
smart. Hfwe wre working-class, we can't be smart.
Therefure, since we've carned a wuniversity degree,
we are no fonyger working-class.

Now. thal's not true, for at least three reasons. First.
whatever is going on subconsciously, consciously
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Lpow rvh people aren U necessiily i, Hinvng
cleaned therr houses. read therr garbled munuseripls.
and Tryped” (eode word TorTre-w rate” ) thewr meoher-
ent essavs, | 'm well wware of this,

Second. whatever silly intials my friends and
1 carry after our numes. we're sull working-class.”
We still talk the sane and feel the sume and work shit
jobs. We don't o arownd thinking we're enditied
to everything: we don’t grab whitever we want. W
don’t acyuire privilege. cntitleiend. and arogdnee
after slogeing it out in the avidemy.

Third. all of this begs the question: does class
location changs if one Tactor governing cluss focittion

alters? Soine people say yes, For ther. e wurking-

class people make a good safan they cense bei
working-class. By the same standard. 1t working-
class people eim winnersity degrecs, they leave their
class of orgm.

| chsagree with thes, sinee I believe class ideniiiy
comes frow many places: educanon., values, culturc,
income, dwelling. lifestyle, nanicrs. friends, aives
try. lunguage. expectaiians. desires, setise of enutle-
ment, religion, neighborhood, amotuil ol [)r'i\xlc).-.'; It
one ol these. such as education, shills dranaticadly,
class identity doesn’t change.

Lei e return to the staicinent ol “Taet” made Dy
middle cliass people. “You can't be working e lidss.
You have o umversily degrec.” [ wantto address this
because D've heard it frequentdy. usually after 17ve
asseried my working-class wlentity.

The remack contuns arrogance thar goes unnu-
licedh by the spoaker (surprise. surprise but not by
wie Ui prise. st se s When w peeson il Cliss
privilege tuhes on the sk ol detining und arncudating
class location of someone frain o lower class, its
arrogant and oftensive.

Does thisy Happen butiuse working-viass people
claiming our identity Uireaizn clisaprivileged pew-
ple? In the United States. sl iv u tabou subject Lo
everyune, fvi alotie s fpstar LiouseCiemer ot gu
bage s, Rich peopic nesd ah auioniie reaponac.
and seent 1o prefer a verbal attuek that immediatels
silences the speaker, Discaunung someoens s identis

psually does the nek.
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This action 1s similar 1o the way while people
to shut me up when 1 critique racism: they question
my dentiy as o person ot color because of my light
akin. Middle-class people attempt to shul me up by
discreciting me. calling my identity into question.
anything 1o stop me from claiming o working-cluss
identty from which I might ofter some criticism of
their cluss privilege.

fmplicn in middle-class people’s ussertion that
| have indeed “moved up” is the ever populir beliet
that upward mobility is eusily achieved and highiy
desirous. Neither of these is true. as far as [ can tell.
Some simal! pereentage of working-class families
have moved into the niddle class in ong or two gener-
ations. but they are the excepiion raiher than rhe
rule, As for upward mobility being highly desirable”
Not for me. The values. ethics, simple lifestyles, and
cultures of working-class people from any racialf
ethnic group appeal to me more than the constrained
emotional lile, isolation. and gross materialism ot
rich people. The only aspect of clays privilege | find
desirable is rich people’s innare belicffknowledge
that options aboul lile—from  job cholce to edu-
calion 1o creative activities—reully do exist. Not to
mention the freedom from despuir over whether the
rent will be paid or wherher food will appear on the

Lihle.

HHTOW DO YOU SPELL “CLASS”?

Universities have changed in the Tasr twenly yeun.
Critiques of ihe systen. hard  questions,  cross
disciplinury digiopues, new prograns and departments
springing up—Woumen’s Studies, Ethnic Studies,
Queer Studies. This is great. but what about cluss? |
know the kind of rampant sexisin, racism. and heiero-
senisn progressive professors and adminisirators
deal with as they struggie 10 change curricula. burtt's
ledh 1o deal with the classism of this crowd beczuse
texpect more. I'm dismayed to read the advanced
theories these people offer when discussing race.
aender. or sexuulity, and contrust that 10 blank loeks
about the ¢-1-a-s-5 word.



STUPIDITY "DECONSTRUCTED”

I"ve heard progressive professors present nfor-
mation about social change movements, and been
excited to study common people’'s history and strug-
gles. Bur I'm angry when pertinent information about
participants’ class location doesn’t enter the discus-
sion. In a lecture about the 1960s™ Black civil rights
movement, a professor carefully delinented racial
issues but somehow forgot to mention that most peo-
ple putting their asses on the line were poor. Another
professor discussed “gay men” and “lesbians™ fight-
ing back at the Stonewuall riots. I didn’t learn until
later that Black and Puerio Rican drag queens and
while butches and fernmes really carried off the
honors: none of them held execurive day jobs.” I want
to call progressive professors on their failure to
integrate class into the curriculum, on their failure
to notice they are as oul-to-funch about class as the
straight white men they criticize.

Hand in hand with changes to existing institutions,
1 propose the establishment ol new nstitutions. [
want Working Class Studies set up, T want working-
class and working-poor histories, cullures, ideolo-
gies, theories, languages studied. [ want the many
worthy individuals who spent their lives working for
social justice studied and examined. T waat us teach-
ing each other, want the labor halls and community
cenfers filled with Janitors, secretaries, houseclean-
ers, garbage men, lineworkers, want us in charge of
curriculum and reading fists and teaching. 1 envision
us at the center; L don't wand "experts” explaining our
lives to us, standing behind a lectern and pontificating
for two hours on proletarians.

Maybe I'm paranoid, but 1 anticipate this reaction
to my idea: You've got fo be kidding. Eyes tocused on
the front of the room, ooking anywhere else but
toward ne, silence, shifting bodies, unease, a bright
smile from the professor: “Thank you for that inter-
esting suggestion. Shall we move on?” It's happened
to me before. Once | actually told o group of rich,
white students { thought we should have Class Specl:-
Outs where only poor people could speak. No one
looked at me. My words rolted into « hole in the mid-
dle of the floor and disappeared from the face of the
earth. | know what the reaction to this will be: what
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on earth are you suggesting? Stuelyv a hunch of stupid
rednecks?® Chuckie, chuckie.

CONCLUSION

AL 3:00 P.M. construction workers on the University
of Minnesotu campus finish up. Privileged university
students gromble about what an easy job these guys
have and how early they're leaving. They have no
idea rhese workers arrived al 6:00 or 7:00 in the
morning. They don’t know how a body feels after
eight hours of physical labor. They don't care.

As for me, [ just walch the workers go by and feel
many things. [ feel at home, because these men look
so familiar, from their flannel shirts, jeans, and work-
boots down to lunch pails and thermoses, cigarettes,
and hurd hats. { feel comfortable, because 1 like being
around them. These are my people. And we're not
stupid. 1 feel angry, because [ know how students and
prolessors perceive these workers, Because | know
some of these workers believe the lies about who's
stupid and who's smart, who has the right to think and
study here and who has the right to build and clean
here.

But [ s clear. I'm working-class. ['m smart. Just
fike the people I grew up with, We know how to
screw 1hie syslem, we know how fo take care of
ourselves and survive when the odds are against us.
We cook tasty meals with one onion, build our own
stereo speakers, cut precisely-fitting pieces of wood
for porches. know how 1o wire our houses and sew
clothes, we like to read and think and talk to each
other. We make music and art and tell stories. We
know how 10 work cooperatively and we know how
[0 give, generously, both hands open.

I've figured out [ belong in the university. Not just
when they need 4 janitor, or a cook, or a construction
worker. But when 1 want (o go. I [ choose o sludy
there, T won't let anyone make me feel stupid; I'l]
remember wly it's so importanl they 1ry. T won’t
lel them turn me into an assimilationist, a [raud, a
middie-class-identified polite girl who's grateful for
all the help these nice rich people offer. Il stay true




M)

to ty rools, ' use my braivs. and sy haids., 16 iake
this system apart. il use ny brains, und my hands. 10
gel your feet off my neck.

NOTES

Thunks w Ja ismater, Fhzabotin Clare, Oy ot Labe,
Jell Nvgawrd, and Susan Rafto (o their help wub i
plece.

.o Ta this essai s wien 1 obse e word "ncn Dincai
anyune middle-class and up. Pooi ticais atiyutic workiie:
class and down. That is the way the working-class aid
st with use the terms, | lind

working-poor people 1 g
these catepories problematic o one hund because they
miss o Lot ol e subtleties of class, For example. they
ipnore my privilege of heing working-clias instead ol
working-poar. On the oibier hand. sl find them jros -
ful and appropriate catepories, Middie-cluss people. sl
could choose 1o redlize they s wbso being duped by rich
people and decide they would be buiter ol sligimng
themseives with working-cliass and working-pour peapic.
continwilly abign temsebyes wun me ncih. Fhis s another
reason bo include naddie-ciass peopie e “rich” gronp.

2. From Webser s vens Coffegivre Dictioman 1749,

3 Thawrkes o Jelt Ny Tor cipline ie aricutate s
point.

11 alse kiow v \\UIJI\“'I&'L‘LL\.\ i:nli?in_' wiwe hione

co wid wiv o fonger working iass

carted a universily
identifivd. These people wie intent o passing atidassinutad-
ne. U'monotswie 1l they e really midille chass buithies aic
certaindy middie -class identitied.

3. Thanke 1o i Kate ©ennot 1o agicubatting @l o
this soclealy.

Ho A
CUFTICUTUITE Stroniid This Issue are e courses b ueok Trotd

nonhle eacepron e the ek ol discussion/

Py, Kanie Cannon, whicn consiseniy deait with crieal
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guestions reliting o race. class, sex. ability. and sexualiy.
Dr. Cannon is continuing 1his groundbreaking work at
Temple University in Philadelphia.

7.1 want o menlion here the repular inclusion, in
Worneni's Studics, of e women's cumpaign o get the
vartes | belivve it s an important struggle 1o study. but T've
alse come W believe that part of s popubarity i wonen’s
stndies is that the social Tocation ol those activists reflects
e secial Tocasion ul the wemen teaching i those pro-
wiains iy wwany that ether struggles usually donot.

% For tie hestdiscnssion | have ever read on the olten-
siveness ul rich people using the tenn Uredneck.” read
Eliet, “Wheneyer [Tell You the Language We Use is a
Cliss lssue. You Nod Your Head in Apreement—and Then
You Open Your Moulh.” Que of the Cluss Closer: Lesbiciny
Spewk. Julia Penclope. edior (Freedom, CA: The Crossing
Press. 19941, Elion's article first appeared i Leshian
Erhiics. vol 4 no, 2(Spring 1991).

Study Questions

I, Kiusdi wreues that the identification of working.
class peeple as stupid and “rich™ people as smart
serves u particular political purpose. What is that
purpose”’

> Compare and contrast cluss und gender as seciul

cunstruciions.

1 i holds that only working-class people shouid
wrile aboul the working cliss. What consider
alions does shie raise to support this claim? Do you

agree?

4 Kadr asserts tsll sinply changing vne among the
many elemenis that constituie one’s class (e.8..
one s educanonal level) does not move one owt of

one s cluss. Do vou agree?




