8. “It’s not too late to take the Sanitation test”

1. What, exactly, is “the working class”anyway? For that matter, what are
classes? According to Paul W. Kingstonin The Classless Society, classes don’t exist
in the United States. He contends that groups of people having a common eco-
nomic experience and who hold similar social positions don’t significantly share
distinct, life-defining experiences, like family life, marriages, and raising children.
Even “morality” is classless because Americans are remarkably divided in their
responses to divorce, pornography; or swearing, regardless of their income (145).
Meanwhile, Americans from very different income groups might have the
same cultural tastes in music or ¢clothes. In The Working-Class Majority, Michael
Zweig agrees with Kingston about the unimportance of income and lifestyle in
assessing whether class exists in America. However, Zweig sharply departs from
Kingston’s interpretation of these two ideas because he believes that the nation
is profoundly class-oriented. “Class is determined not by income and lifestyle,”
he maintains, “but by the relative standing in power relations at work and in the
larger society” (41). Taking a decidedly more Marxist approach to the topic, he
states, “Class is first and foremost a product of power asserted in the production
process” (12). David Harvey’s vigorous analysis of Marx’s work in The Limits to
Capital carries this idea one step further by combining “production and distri-
bution in the context of class relations” (42). These twin forces, he believes, de-
termine the amount of temporal and spatial control one has over one’s life, and
that power, or the lack thereof, drives class relations. Viewing social relations in
this way illustrates the existence of class in the United States. In my varied work
experiences, for instance, the amount of power or control I had over time and
space established my class. Whether as a grocery clerk, typesetter, apple picker,
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landscaper, adjunct professor, warehouse operator, junior staff writer, or handy-
man, I had virtually no authority over where I had to be and when I had to be
there. And in those jobs I always felt like a member of the working class. But
now, as an assistant professor of English, other than my office hours and class
schedule (which still can be fudged), I have near-total control over where I have
to be and when I have to be there. I also feel the most middle class I have ever
felt in my life. So, yes, even gangsters can be working class because their bosses
maintain control over their whereabouts. The “organization,” after all, operates
as a highly transparent hierarchy of the division of labor.
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1. In the beginning of the film Working Girl the main character, Tess, played
by Melanie Griffith, informs her friend she can’t attend her own surprise birth-
day party because she has her speech class to go to that night. In another scene,
Tess is listening to arecording of her boss trying to imitate her diction and
inflection. Her boss, played by Sigourney Weaver, is a Wellesley graduate who’s
temporarily occupying her parents’ Upper East Side brownstone after relocat-
ing from Boston to New York. Tess knows that if she wants to move up in the
world she needs to drop her working-class speech markers and adopt the lan-
guage of the ruling class. I didn’t drop mine so consciously. For one thing, when
I was at Johnson & Wales I was surrounded by plenty of New Englanders and
no one ever said anything about my “New York accent.” I certainly didn’t think
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