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Series Foreword

C ontemporary society is marked by a great number of critical chal-
lenges: The number of children and families living in poverty is
rising. High school dropouts from our nation’s schools are increasing,
and high stakes testing is changing the way our students are being
educated. We are living with the effects of welfare reform and need to
look critically at how these reforms have affected children, youth, and
families. Head Start programs, long celebrated for being scientifically
based educational interventions, are at risk for losing funding.

Since September 11, 2001, we have lived with new restrictions on
our freedoms, new costs for wars launched in the Middle East, and
constant fear. How is this new anxiety affecting women who have long
been the transmitters of culture and community? Mental health problems
in this age of anxiety are enormous even as managed care and federal
policies reduce support for mental health services. How can prevention
programs be developed in an age of drastic budget cuts and removal of
basic social and health services? New neurological research and the
genome project are revealing individual differences that require careful
thought regarding the implications for education, socialization, and
remediation. While our country is becoming more diverse, tolerance
and celebration of diversity is decreasing and reproductive choices are
becoming more restricted. How are individual rights preserved while
we balance human rights and the welfare of others?

Feminist psychologists have claimed they have a moral imperative
to improve society. This book, and others to follow in the series of
monographs in the Society for the Psychology of Women Series (Division
35) of the American Psychological Association, draw on the expertise

ix



SERIES FOREWORD

of psychologists who have been working on social issues using the lens
of feminist consciousness. Forthcoming books in the series will present
invited monographs that address critical issues facing our society. These
volumes will be based on current scholarship but will be written in a
way that is accessible to lay persons who are not knowledgeable in a
given field. Longer than a journal article but shorter than a full text,
these invited monographs in the series will not just tell the readers what
we know on a topic, but also what we as a society (as professionals,
parents, researchers, policymakers, and citizens) need to do regarding
the issue. Authors will synthesize the literature and make recommenda-
tions for action.

I am proud that this book highlights the work of Bernice Lott and
Heather Bullock. They draw together the psychology literature, their
personal experiences, and their analyses of political and social realities
to examine the topic of social class and economic injustice. Their work
and their recommendations provide a superb example of using psychol-
ogy to enhance the human condition and create a more just society.

Mary M. Brabeck, PhD
Book Series Editor
Steinhardt School, New York University
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Introduction

espite the overwhelming evidence of its powerful contribution to

human experience, social class remains a relatively neglected sub-
ject in psychology, including social psychology and feminist psychology.
In this volume, we argue for increased empirical and theoretical attention
to the antecedents and consequences of economic disparities, for greater
understanding of the relationship between such disparities and gender,
and for the need to apply our knowledge by proposing and supporting
policies designed to ensure positive social change.

Throughout this book, we use the term social class to refer to positions
within “the economic system of production, distribution, and consump-
tion of goods and services in industrial societies” (Rothman, 2002, p. 6).
Although social class and socioeconomic status are often used interchange-
ably in the psychological literature, social class is the more overtly political
term that connotes differences in power. Socioeconomic status can be
thought of as “a composite measure that typically incorporates economic
status, measured by income; social status, measured by education; and
work status, measured by occupation” (Dutton & Levine, as cited in
Adler et al,, 1994, p. 15). This does not make salient the intergroup
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dimensions of inequity that references to social class highlight. Social
class, unlike socioeconomic status, focuses attention on socially con-
structed aspects of social standing, including differences in judgment
and treatment of various classes.

In this chapter, we introduce the reader to what we see as critical
issues facing low-income individuals and families, issues that have been
ignored or not adequately addressed within psychology. These issues
require research and call for activism and are areas in which psychologists
and other social scientists could make significant contributions.

TOWARD A CLASS-INCLUSIVE
FEMINIST PSYCHOLOGY

Feminist psychologists share with other feminist scholars some core
assumptions and values (Lott, 1991) including (a) a recognition of the
patriarchal nature of contemporary institutions and much of social life,
(b) an understanding of the negative consequences of gender inequality,
(c) a focus on the entire range of women’s experiences and development,
and (d) an activist orientation to social change in the interest of eliminat-
ing barriers to resources and thus eliminating power inequities. Such a
perspective presents a clear imperative to situate women’s lives in the
context of their roles and social position and to examine the impact of
ethnicity, sexual orientation, disability, and social class on lived experi-
ence. Within each of these categories, groups are distinguished from
one another in terms of relative power, that is, in terms of access to the
resources needed for a healthy, safe, and productive life.

Feminist psychologists share a growing recognition that the field
requires maximum inclusion; that the social construct “woman” is not
unitary and not simple; and that the experiences of those who are middle
class, White, heterosexual, able-bodied, and living in the United States
are not representative of the lives of other women (e.g., Hurtado, 1996).
Simply adding or welcoming poor White women and women of color
to a middle-class feminist movement is not the answer; rather, “the
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approach must be transformative, not additive” (Finn, 2002, p. 384).
Hernandez and Leong (2004) reinforced this point by observing that
many women of color do not call themselves feminists, despite agreeing
with feminist goals, because they perceive the feminist movement as
still focused on the concerns of middle-class White women. They argued
persuasively that “feminism can’t survive by helping women climb the
corporate ladder while ignoring cuts to welfare. Family and medical
leave only matter if we have jobs with benefits. Feminism has to recruit
beyond college campuses” (p. 32).

Although there is ample documentation of the negative role played
by patriarchal institutions and sexism in the lives of all women, the
specific ways in which the greater power of men affects the lives of
women are interwoven differently depending on myriad other factors.
These factors can be loosely designated by the social categories of class,
ethnicity, and so on. Both local and national politics still remain a sphere
primarily for White men, and women who have made inroads and who
wield some political influence are typically from privileged backgrounds
with access to economic and social resources.

In this book, our emphasis is on a class-inclusive feminist psychology.
Socioeconomic status influences the particular patriarchal institutions
that must be grappled with and their effects. Consider what the institution
of marriage typically or ideally means for a heterosexual middle-class
woman in the United States. Her wedding is attended by 200 merrymak-
ing guests at a party paid for by her parents. She has registered her gift
preferences and will honeymoon at a beautiful vacation spot. The couple
will return to jobs and the goal of purchasing a home in the not-too-
distant future. Now consider what marriage might mean for a heterosex-
ual low-income couple with fewer economic resources and lower paying
job expectations and possibilities. There will be similarities in the attitudi-
nal and behavioral correlates of being a wife or a husband for middle-
class and working-class couples but significant differences as well
(Lichter, Batson, & Brown, 2004; Wells & Baca Zinn, 2004). Unlike a
low-income mother, one who is more affluent can look forward to
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respectful treatment in her children’s schools (Lott, 2001), living in a
neighborhood that is safe and attractive, shopping without food stamps,
and perhaps buying occasional clothes in thrift stores because it is chic
and not because it is necessary.

Although gender inequality has negative consequences for all women,
these consequences are situated in class and ethnic contexts that deter-
mine their particular effects. It is no accident, for example, that HIV
infection is rising steeply among poor Black women (Zierler & Krieger,
1998). A study that examined cases of AIDS contracted between 1982
and 1996 identified the huge national increase among Blacks, especially
Black women, as powerfully accounted for by the increase in the percent-
age of Black male prisoners (cf. Morin, 2006).

Just as discussions of sexism and racism play a central role in feminist
theory and practice, classism is also significant; it has been defined by
Bullock (1995) as “the oppression of the poor through a network of
everyday practices, attitudes, assumptions, behaviors, and institutional
rules” (p. 119). Institutional classism refers to the maintenance of low
status and barriers to resource access by social institutions, and interper-
sonal classism can be identified by the related but independent dimensions
of prejudice (negative attitudes), stereotypes (beliefs), and discrimination
(distancing or denigrating behavior).

Although psychologists “ostensibly honor equal opportunity . . . eco-
nomic and political forces replicate and intensify longstanding structures
of inequality whether measured in income distribution, educational
opportunity, or social status” (Rosen, 1996, p. 337). As feminist psychol-
ogy becomes increasingly sensitive to the ways in which economic injus-
tice influences development and opportunities, choices, and necessities
throughout the life span of girls and women, it must include discussions
and analyses of social class and also of classism. Class, like gender, is
descriptive of social category placement but also functions as a stimulus
or cue for the covert and overt behavior of others. Feminist psychologists
must make salient in their work as educators, scholars, and practitioners
the multidimensional realities of social class in the United States.
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CRITICAL ISSUES IN THE LIVES OF
WORKING-CLASS WOMEN

Feminist scholarship, an integration of research and theory, has enriched
the social sciences and humanities and has widened their scope. Within
psychology, this has involved an insistence that researchers recognize
the role played by sexist and racist assumptions in the development of
their hypotheses and procedures. It has also resulted in an expansion
of research areas to include a focus on the diversity of women’s life
experiences. This has led to the development of new research questions
and the introduction of new concepts and issues (Lott, 1990, 1994, 1997;
Unger, 1988). We can continue to widen our scope by giving serious
consideration to the ways in which social class affects the lives of working-
class women.

Social Class Identification

Some feminist writers, such as Walkerdine (1996), have begun to explore
the question of why it seems “so difficult to get middle-class women to
talk or write about their own lives as classed”(p. 356). Others have
investigated the difficulties involved in openly discussing or revealing a
working-class background (e.g., Reay, 1996). These writers have sug-
gested that talking about social class makes people uncomfortable—
perhaps because doing so implies that there are differences between
classes that relate to inferiority—superiority, “deservingness,” and as-
sumptions about victims versus those with greater power. Walkerdine
has argued that these feelings of discomfort involve an unwillingness to
recognize how “one class comes to be responsible, often as professionals,
for the moral regulation of the other” (Walkerdine, 1996, p. 357).
Social class identification is related to how social class positions are
defined or understood. Ostrove and Cole (2003) have urged a “systematic
research-based ... exploration of the psychological meaning of social
class” (p. 680). Such a critical psychology of social class would not focus
on class differences or the demographics of class but on understanding
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a person’s position in a “classed location.” Ostrove and Cole (2003)
illustrated such an endeavor in a study of the meanings of social class
in the context of higher education. An earlier project by A. J. Stewart
and Ostrove (1993) explored the meaning of social class in women’s
lives as it relates to their sense of selfhood by studying the implications
of class background for the experiences and development of a group of
women students attending Radcliffe College in different time periods.
It is not surprising that the authors reported experiences of alienation
among the students with working-class backgrounds. Similar findings
have been reported by Ritz (2003) in a study of low-income undergradu-
ate students at two colleges in the Southeast.

More research and theoretical attention to the significance of social
class on levels of personal feelings, perceptions, and social behavior are
needed. There appears to be a lack of reality testing in the social class
self-placement of many in the United States. For example, Moberg (2005)
cited a recent New York Times poll in which 40% of the respondents
said there was more chance today than 30 years ago of moving up in
class status; 11% believed it was very likely they would become wealthy,
and 34% believed it was somewhat likely. Moberg cited another poll,
taken in 2000, that found that 39% thought they were in the wealthiest
1% of the population or soon would be.

Working for Wages, Not Salaries

Feminist psychologists have produced an extensive and important lit-
erature on careers and the effects of gender on relevant aspirations,
preparations, attitudes, hiring discrimination, glass ceilings, and salary
differentials. Much of this literature has limited relevance for girls whose
final formal educational achievement may be a high school diploma or
GED or for women who work in factories or as store clerks, waitresses,
nurse’s aides, or maids. There is a serious disconnect between the barriers
and challenges faced by a college-educated, career-aspiring woman and
her working-class counterpart. Bullock (2004) has examined class hierar-
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chies within the workplace and how one’s position reinforces status and
provides information to others about one’s power and authority.

Eisenstein (2005) presented a challenging argument that corporate
and government policies to maximize profits have co-opted the aspect
of feminism that focused on expanding women’s role as paid workers
in the labor force. She pointed out that the rapid rise in women’s
employment from 1970 to 2000 was accompanied by an enormous
increase in the service sector, in which jobs more than doubled during
that period, with 60% of the 53 million new jobs going to women. The
proportion of adult women in the labor force has risen from 34% in
1960 to more than 60% today. As Eisenstein observed, “The idea that
women, married or single, would spend most of their lifetime working
outside the home had become normative” (p. 498). The service sector
could provide jobs for women, but jobs with low wages, few if any
benefits, and little opportunity for advancement or training.

In connection with the disconnect between career-focused research
and working-class employment realities, such issues as union member-
ship need to be considered. This subject is unlikely to be addressed in
most books on the psychology of women, despite the fact that, as Finn
(2002) noted, these are exciting new times for organized labor. Some
authors such as Levi (2001) have urged unions to use their considerable
“resources to combat persistent social and economic inequality” (p. 246).
Should the Web site for working women within the AFL-CIO (http://
www.unionvoice.org/aflcio_workingwomen/) be included as a resource
for students? What is the experience of women in unions, in organizing,
in leadership? What factors maintain patriarchy in such structures? The
possible questions to be raised and answered are numerous, and middle-
class feminists need to do the difficult work of stopping to consider
what they do not know about the lives of their less affluent sisters. Many
years ago, one of us attended a Society for the Psychology of Women
(SPW) council meeting at a hotel in a large city. Attending this meeting
required crossing a picket line because hotel workers were on strike.
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When this subject was raised during the meeting, the response was one
that made a deep impression in its relative lack of empathy or identifica-
tion with or support for the strikers, reinforcing a disturbing conclusion
about class bias.

R. M. Lee and Dean (2004) have pointed out that most Americans
are working as skilled or unskilled laborers; that is, they are part of the
working class. Government statistics document that 60% to 70% of
U.S. workers are employed in working-class occupations, in “office sup-
port, construction, building maintenance, and sales” (R. M. Lee & Dean,
2004, p. 20). Despite the large numbers of such workers, the print media,
in reports on the economy, emphasize news that centers on corporations
and investments. A content analysis of articles printed in 1997 and 1998
in the Los Angeles Times, the largest newspaper in California (Kollmeyer,
2004), found few stories about the economic problems of workers. The
newspaper “rarely used union leaders, workers, or their spokespersons
as sources of information and viewpoints on the economy” (Kollmeyer,
2004, p. 449). The articles focused overwhelmingly on issues relevant to
corporate interests.

The press rarely notes the dangers faced by those in low-income
occupations in which there is a “higher risk of injury and death” (Bullock
2004, p. 231). Fligstein and Shin (2004), in reviewing changes in working
conditions between 1976 and 2000, concluded that positive changes
(e.g., in safety and physical surroundings) have occurred only in higher
skilled, management, and professional occupations and that there has
been a systematic erosion of conditions for lower skilled workers. Banks
and Marshall (2005) have raised the question of the relationship between
doing arduous labor and the resulting disabilities from such labor, which
present greater barriers to those not able to purchase the health care
and other services and goods needed to reduce the handicapping
consequences.

At the beginning of 2005, the rate of participation in paid employ-
ment (the percentage of working-age adults with jobs or actively seeking
them) was the lowest in 17 years at 65.8% (Aversa, 2005), and this

10
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unemployment problem was especially true for women. Economic prob-
lems continue to be particularly severe for single-mother families in
which the woman heading the family is a low-wage worker (Kahne,
2004). In 2001, they numbered 13.1 million (almost 18% of all families
in the United States). Unemployment is significantly greater than the
national average for these workers, who have limited job skills and
education. As Kahne (2004) noted, low-paid single mothers experience
not only a “wage disadvantage relative to men in comparable jobs,
but also ... more frequent lay-offs, involuntary part-time work, job
severance, and lack of health and pension benefits . . . [and] absence of
child support” (p. 54). The poverty rate for single-mother families has
steadily increased to a recent high of 35.5% (National Women’s Law
Center, personal communication, August 26, 2004).

War and Its Greater Demands on Working-Class Families

In the wars fought by the United States, it is the children of working-
class families who have experienced most of the casualties and done
most of the fighting and dying. For example, during the Vietnam War,
76% of soldiers were from working-class or low-income families (e.g.,
Halbfinger & Holmes, 2003). What social conditions currently motivate
enlistment in the armed forces? What are the consequences for working-
class women who give up their sons, and now their daughters as well,
to war duty? How do middle-class women respond to this inequitable
state of affairs?

Army recruiters understand social class very well, because they care-
fully target working-class high schools. A story in the Boston Globe about
the strategies used in such schools reported that recruiters chaperone
dances, and every prospective recruit “gets called at least six times”
(Savage, 2004, 91). Recruiters distribute key chains and mugs in school
cafeterias, follow students to sporting events and other places where
they hang out (e.g., at malls and convenience stores), and offer job
training and college scholarships. They offer sign-up bonuses of as much
as $12,000 in cash and $70,000 in college aid. They “focus on the lower

11
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middle class in places with little economic opportunity” (Savage, 2004,
939). Halbfinger and Holmes (2003) interviewed members of the volun-
teer military and found that high on the list of reasons for joining was
to gain a free college education, job skills, health coverage, and work
experience. Minorities of color and recruits from low-income families
are overrepresented in the military, whereas the middle class and wealthy
are underrepresented. The researchers noted that more than 35% of
enlisted women are Black.

Government Aid for Corporations Compared
With That for Working Families

There are frequent news stories about welfare or entitlements, often
accompanied by information about their costs, but one is less likely to
read about corporate welfare. Thus, as the talk from Washington, DC,
has centered on reductions in state block grant funds that help to
finance Medicaid, child care, and other low-income assistance programs
(Horney, Greenstein, & Kogan, 2005) and Congress has passed a bill to
make it more difficult for families to declare bankruptcy when they are
no longer able to pay their bills, corporations have been treated to one
break after another. For example, 2005 was designated as a “tax holiday”
year for American multinational corporations, during which they were
permitted to bring “foreign profits back to the United States at a puny
tax rate of 5.25 percent, compared with the normal corporate rate of
35 percent” (“Corporate Welfare Runs Amok,” 2005 91). It is ironic
that this legislation was included in a bill called “The American Jobs
Creation Act of 2004,” because it was argued that the tax holiday would
help release money for jobs. However, few of the uses approved for the
repatriated funds were likely to create jobs. Instead, these funds were
to be used for advertising, debt redemption, and payments for legal
liabilities.

The contrast between federal legislative attention to the welfare of
corporations and the affluent and to the welfare of working families is
striking. This is abundantly clear from the results of a 2005 Harvard

12
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University study cited by Jewell (2005) about the relationship between
personal bankruptcy and costs associated with medical problems. About
one half of all personal bankruptcies, according to the study, resulted
from the inability to pay bills for costly illnesses that overwhelmed the
financial resources of families, despite their having some form of medical
insurance. The authors of the study estimated that about 2 million
Americans are affected each year by “medical-caused bankruptcies” and
that 87% of bankruptcies are related to medical problems, loss of a
job, or dissolution of a marriage through divorce or separation (e.g.,
Eaton, 2005).

Given the social class position of most elected officials, it is not
surprising that the needs of working families are not high among federal
government priorities. What is disturbing is that feminists and women
in positions of national leadership so often mirror this lack of concern.
For example, the legislation that ended federal welfare and created a
new program unfriendly to poor women (Temporary Assistance for
Needy Families, discussed more fully in chap. 4) was supported by the
majority of women in Congress. Among the 28 female Democrats in
the House of Representatives at the time, 23, including the cochair and
former cochair of the Women’s Congressional Caucus, voted for the
legislation (Eisenstein, 2005).

Zinn (2003) amply documented that “use of government for class
politics to serve the needs of the wealthy and powerful, has continued
throughout American history, down to the present day” (p. 684). On
the basis of their own examination of financial disclosure information
and reporting by a Capitol Hill newspaper, Roll Call (Keller, 2003), Lioz
and Cassady (2003) found that 42% of U.S. senators and approximately
23% of U.S. representatives are millionaires compared with just 1% of
the U.S. voting population. Political participation in the United States
reflects the same inequalities as are present in education, occupation,
and income, so that working-class interests are poorly represented in
the political process and in government. Among a group of low-income
adults interviewed in the South Bronx (Lawless & Fox, 2001), the central

13
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finding, that political activism is associated with material resources,
was the same as that reported in studies with other populations. This
phenomenon is of great and wide significance because, as Verba, Schloz-
man, and Brady (2004) pointed out, “the very inequality in political
activity . . . militates against the implementation of policies designed to
bring about greater educational, social, or economic equality” (p. 660).

The relative lack of political voice and influence by the working
class is reflected in federal policies over the past 2 or 3 decades. Continued
reductions in safety net programs such as welfare, food stamps, and
unemployment insurance have been accompanied by a decrease in pen-
sions and health care supports by business (Fligstein & Shin, 2004). The
relationship between social class and the government is complex and
circular. Structural inequities reduce political participation by those who
lack the financial and social resources, as well as the necessary time and
energy, to take part. This, in turn, helps to maintain the inequities
because those who gain political power are those who already have
greater access to resources and wish to maintain it. Those whose daily
lives are most linked to government programs are least likely to engage
in political activity and least likely to influence government policy (Law-
less & Fox, 2001).

Reproductive Issues

The options for reproductive choice have long been fewer for less affluent
women. Federal Medicaid funds are denied to them for abortions, and
abortion services are more difficult to access. In 1976, Congress passed
the Hyde Amendment, which prohibits the use of federal funds for
abortions. State funds for abortions for poor women are available in
only 15 states and the District of Columbia (Kennedy, 2001; Solinger,
2001). It can be argued that true reproductive freedom must include
access to affordable health care (Hernandez & Leong, 2004). In addition,
as new reproductive technologies have been developed, the gap between
poor and more affluent women has widened even further. For example,
the costs for in vitro fertilization procedures range from between $8,000

14
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to $10,000 for a 2-week egg—re;crieval cycle and $60,000 to $150,000 for
a successful delivery. Clearly, as noted by Beckman and Harvey (2005),
only the privileged few “can have access to many of these new op-
tions” (p. 2).

Social class is also salient when we examine technology involving
the use of surrogate biclogical mothers to bear children for other women.
Ciccarelli and Beckman (2005) studied the verbal self-reports of surrogate
mothers that suggested that they choose to bear the children for altruistic
reasons. Such responses, however, may be more socially approved than
others that are not verbalized because, as the investigators noted, surro-
gate mothers generally have working-class backgrounds and their family
incomes are modest.

Also relevant to reproductive choice are assumptions about what
constitutes “correct” or “best” choices regarding motherhood. Finn
(2002) argued that whereas prochoice advocates support contraception,
pregnancy termination, and single motherhood, a poor woman having
children is often judged negatively as “too young, too poor, too many,”
suggesting prochoice limits that mirror “contemporary Western middle-
class notions of proper motherhood” (Finn, 2002, p. 390). These norma-
tive expectations are evident in the distribution of invasive contraceptives
such as Norplant in low-income communities and the “illegitimacy
reduction” bonuses received by states that decrease birth rates among
unmarried welfare recipients without experiencing a corresponding in-
crease in abortion rates (see Pierson-Balik, 2003).

Continued Stigmatization of the Poor

Although some evidence exists that media treatment of poverty and
related issues such as homelessness has become more sympathetic in
recent years (e.g., Bullock, Wyche, & Williams, 2001), the same conclu-
sion cannot be reached about the professional social science literature.
Buck, Toro, and Ramos (2005) conducted a content analysis of randomly
selected journal articles dealing with homelessness that were published
between 1974 and 2003. These data were compared with the results of

15
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an analysis of randomly selected articles from four major U.S. newspa-
pers. In the professional literature, Buck et al. found that “deficits and
deviant characteristics of homeless people were discussed to a signifi-
cantly greater extent than the structural causes of homelessness over the
entire 30-year time period” (p. 151). The investigators found that this
was not true of the newspaper stories. Thus, pathology has remained a
theme in how the psychological literature examines poverty (cf. Baker,
1996; Walkerdine, 1996) and welfare receipt (R. Lee & Curran, 2003).

The professional literature is consistent with attitudes toward the
poor by the nonpoor, which continue to be more negative than those
toward the middle class. The poor continue to be blamed for their
poverty (e.g., Cozzarelli, Wilkinson, & Tagler, 2001). For example, a
telephone interview study (Hunt, 2002) in Southern California of close
to 3,000 respondents found that Protestants and Catholics were more
likely than those with minority religious beliefs or nonaffiliates to agree
with individualistic interpretations of poverty. That is, Protestants and
Catholics were more likely to view poverty as the result of personal
deficits. Another variable found to be related to stereotyped perceptions
of welfare recipients is watching TV cable stations for news and entertain-
ment (Sotirovic, 2001). More frequent use of this medium was associated
with more negatively biased beliefs. Such findings point to the impor-
tance of challenging classist stereotypes (Lott, 2002a).

ADVOCACY FOR SOCIAL CHANGE

Publications and presentations from feminist perspectives typically in-
clude activist recommendations for achieving greater gender equity as
well as equity for other groups with less access to resources (i.e., less
power). Such a position follows from recognition of the negative conse-
quences of patriarchy and sexism. Deriving prescriptions and proposals
for positive social change from one’s scholarship and practice is a natural
progression from empirically obtained data. It is thus surprising to read
the argument of Kitzinger and Wilkinson (2005) that “as psychologists,
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we do not have a lot to say about justice, rights, [and] ... equality”
(p. 186). They maintained that such concepts belong to other disciplines,
like philosophy, political science, and law, and that psychologists “are
confined to the discourse of mental health as a vehicle for pursuing
social justice” (p.186). This surprisingly narrow view of psychology
neglects decades of research on the social (as well as personal) conse-
quences of prejudice, discrimination, violence, justice-related behaviors,
unsubstantiated beliefs, differential exposure to varied experiences, and
so forth. The data psychologists gather on the effects of injustice and
inequality on people’s lives mandate that we not only share what we
know but also propose remedies.

We agree with Frost and Oullette (2005) and Borshuk and Cherry
(2005) that as psychologists, we can challenge with empirical data policies
and ideologies built on unsubstantiated assumptions. Our tools permit
us to scrutinize variables of significance in everyday life and intergroup
relations and then suggest how what we know about social justice and
injustice can be used to advance or improve human welfare. In so doing,
we are not so much proposing revolutionary and untried policies and
practices as we are building on a recognition of the social reality of
our times. Jackson (2004) suggested that this was the significant role
psychologists played in the Supreme Court’s historic decision on Brown
v. Board of Education (1954).

In this book, we give recognition to the social realities of economic
inequities and injustice. Daily life for poor families is different in signifi-
cant ways from what it is for middle-class families. From an ethnographic
study focused on family life, Lareau (2003) observed that low-income
mothers “scrimped to make food last until they were able to buy more,
waited for buses that didn’t come, [and] carried children’s laundry out
to public washers” (p. 35). Interviews with poor mothers and their
teenage children (Kurz, 2002) also have highlighted the special difficulties
and challenges faced daily in keeping children safe and in school while
living in dangerous environments with few resources. A tragic reality
for so many mothers in these environments is the constant threat of
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violence. There is heartbreaking truth in these words by Herbert (2005):
“Burying the young has long since become routine in poor black and
Latino neighborhoods” (93). Can middle-class women even imagine
what it is like to face the threat of community violence on a daily basis
and the consequences of grieving for children, friends, partners, and
family members (Jenkins, 2002)?

We are urging more serious attention to such realities by psychologist
educators, researchers, and practitioners, particularly from within femi-
nist perspectives. Feminism has already enriched our discipline by raising
new empirical and methodological questions and proposing new theoret-
ical concepts and approaches. Economic justice as a differential reality
in the lives of women demands full inclusion in our work.

ENLARGING PSYCHOLOGY’S FOCUS

It is not at all accidental that a Resolution on Poverty and Socioeconomic
Status, adopted by the Council of Representatives of the American Psy-
chological Association (APA, 2000), was the direct result of the work
of the Task Force on Women, Poverty, and Public Assistance established
by SPW. One of the goals of the task force was to bring such a resolution
to APA. To this end, members of the task force worked with APA’s
Committee on Urban Initiatives, directed by Leslie Cameron. This com-
mittee took on the responsibility of drafting the formal resolution and
presenting substantial evidence from a wide variety of sources to support
recommendations for research, education, and practice. The APA resolu-
tion (see the Appendix) was preceded by two widely disseminated reports
prepared by the SPW task force, one entitled Irmplementing Welfare Policy
to Insure Long-Term Independence and Well-Being (APA, Division 35,
1997) and the other, Making “Welfare to Work” Really Work (APA,
Division 35 Task Force on Women, Poverty, and Public Assistance,
1998). The latter report, requested by and sent to members of the U.S.
Congress and a large number of agencies and individuals, presented
myths and facts about welfare and information and recommendations
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on domestic violence, education and training, work structure and bene-
fits, child care, and health care. The first words of the document came
right to the point in asserting that “welfare is not the problem—poverty
is the problem” (p. 1). Another accomplishment of the SPW task force
was the publication of a Journal of Social Issues volume (Lott & Bullock,
2001), “Listening to the Voices of Poor Women.”

The work of the task force, the membership of which changed during
its 4-year existence, made a difference. For SPW, establishment of the
task force marked the formal recognition of the relationship between
gender, social class, and poverty. For APA, the work of the task force
resulted in acceptance of the importance of social class as a variable in
human behavior. We honor the contributions made by all the members
of the first and second SPW task forces, some of whom participated
as graduate students: Diane Bowker-Turner, Anne Brodsky, Catherine
Cozzarelli, Katherine Gamble, Ingrid Johnston-Robledo, Donna Mc-
Donald, Guerda Nicolas, Pamela Reid, Stephanie Riger, Joy Rice, Joan
Rollins, Lenore Rubin, Janis Sanchez-Hucles, Renee Saris, Jacqueline
Scarbrough, Hazel Spears, and Karen Wyche. The authors of this volume
were also members of both task forces. Recognition of the power of
social class in everyday life continues within APA, as indicated by the
establishment in February 2005 of its own new 2-year Task Force on
Socioeconomic Status.

ORGANIZATION OF THIS BOOK

Personal reflections by each of the authors follow this chapter. Our
reflections are presented as illustrations of critical class scholarship. We
discuss our class history and our paths to feminism and class conscious-
ness, attending specifically to the impact of gender, class, and ethnicity
on our personal experiences and our professional and political lives. We
attempt to trace relationships among personal experiences and develop-
ment as feminist social psychologists and researcher—activists committed
to social justice.
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From our personal narratives we move to a chapter in which we
review the scope and consequences of institutional classism. Discussed
and analyzed are the resources required for human welfare (health care,
nutrition, education, child care, adequate income, and housing), and
systemic barriers to accessing these resources are documented. Particular
attention is paid to how low-income women and their families in the
United States are systematically impeded in their efforts to reach “good
life” goals. Multiple sources of information about economic inequality
are presented, including data from psychological research and other
social science disciplines, national statistics, and reports by journalists.
We follow this chapter with one that focuses on the use of classist—racist—
sexist framing by the media and government to mobilize support for
disparity-enhancing policies (e.g., welfare reform, dividend tax elimina-
tion). The political rhetoric of legislative initiatives to benefit the richest
segments of the U.S. population is deconstructed, revealing covert and
overt bias. Accusations of “class warfare” are examined to understand
how they are used to silence opposition to policies that benefit the
wealthy and how they are related to dominant beliefs about individualism
and meritocracy.

The final chapter in this book presents recommendations for policy.
We outline areas in which clear, concrete, and important steps can be
taken to advocate for social justice on the basis of empirical knowledge
and feminist values. We present recommendations for promoting eco-
nomic justice in the public sphere and argue that federal and state
governments must move from punitive “personal responsibility” models
to more generous and comprehensive models that promote human
welfare. We take seriously the question asked by Fine (2002), “Who is
absent, who is excluded, and who is refused an audience?” (p. 20), and
suggest ways to end the exclusion of poor women and their families
from decision making and from the attention of our discipline. We
propose a research and advocacy agenda for psychology and feminist
psychology that will advance social justice.
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Growing Up Poor
and Middle Class:

Heather Bullock’s Story

hen I teach my course, “The Social Psychology of Poverty and

Social Class,” students are surprised to learn that my family was
solidly middle class during most of my childhood but that we were also
on welfare and were intermittently homeless during my high school
years. This simply isn’t the class background expected or imagined for
a White university professor, and there is little about my life today to
hint at these former economic hardships. Yet, it is estimated that 51.1%
of people in the United States experience at least 1 year of poverty during
their lives and nearly two thirds of Americans will reside in a household
that at some point receives some form of “welfare” (e.g., food stamps,
cash assistance, Medicaid; Rank & Hirschl, 2001, 2002). The myth re-
mains that “nice middle-class families” don’t need to worry about poverty
and that financial insecurity is a reflection of personal failure. This myth
in part results from a strong taboo against openly discussing the real
vulnerability of most Americans to becoming poor, particularly those
who work hard in low-paying, dead-end jobs. We are taught to believe
that middle class is the norm and that discussing one’s real financial
status is inappropriate (Baker, 1996; Mantsios, 2004).
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Some feminist scholars have sought to make poverty and privilege
“visible” by deconstructing the social meanings of race, ethnicity, class,
and gender (Bettie, 2000; Fine & Weis, 1998) and by uncovering and
challenging the methods by which power and access to resources are
distributed. Narrative and other reflective analyses of the intersections
of class, gender, race, and ethnicity have played a particularly crucial
role in transforming understanding of identity formation, pathways
to critical resistance, the individual and social costs of prejudice, the
interpersonal dynamics of power relations, and the relationship between
the personal and political (Adair, 2002; Cohen, 1998; Phoenix & Tizard,
1996; Russell, 1996; Weis, 2003). These narratives assure those of us
who live or have lived at the margins that we are not alone.

I share my own story of personal and political nexus in appreciation
of the advocacy, scholarship, and wisdom of feminists who have made
finding my own voice that much easier. Attending college in the mid-
1980s and graduate school in the early 1990s, I reaped the benefits of
the feminist movement and progressive scholarship. In college I took
courses on the psychology of gender and in graduate school had the
privilege of working with strong feminist psychologists and scholars in
other disciplines, but the path I followed still had its share of twists and
turns, and class, gender, and race have influenced both my life and my
life chances.

GROWING UP MIDDLE CLASS AND POOR

I was born in 1966 in Tarrytown, New York, to White, college-educated
parents. My father was a moderately successful real estate lawyer in New
York City and a justice of the peace in our town. My mother, who was
a social worker before she married, chose to be a full-time homemaker
after she married. After having three sons, my mother did not plan to
have another child, but when she became pregnant in her late 30s, a
full 10 years after the birth of my youngest brother, she decided to
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follow the pregnancy to term despite the medical advice of the day. As
the youngest and the only daughter, my birth was a celebrated event.

My early childhood was economically secure. We owned a relatively
large home, installed an above-ground pool in our backyard, took sum-
mer vacations at a resort in Maine, and enjoyed lavish Christmas holidays.
My mother dedicated considerable energy to encouraging my “feminin-
ity”; she cared greatly about my physical appearance, setting my long
hair on rollers each night before bed and insisting that I wear dresses.
I enjoyed my mother’s attention and wanted to please her, even though
my brothers teased me about being a “girly-girl.”

Our family may have appeared happy, but my early years were, in
fact, tumultuous. My mother was depressed and an alcohol abuser, a
problem that my father avoided by working late. Unlike my brothers,
who could come and go as they pleased, I couldn’t escape my mother’s
drinking and anger. I was a well-liked but quiet child who used books
to get away from the problems at home. I was an avid reader throughout
my childhood.

When my father was home, my parents fought bitterly about every-
thing, including our finances, which made me conscious of money at
a very young age. Expenses always seemed to outpace resources, and
even when our family was relatively comfortable, money was still a
source of considerable anxiety. My mother equated earning power with
“masculinity” and derided my father for not commanding a higher salary.
My father tried to avoid being drawn into these dead-end arguments,
particularly when my mother had been drinking, but rarely succeeded
in doing so.

During this time, one of my brothers, who still lived at home,
developed a serious drug problem, which further contributed to an
already fraught environment. Because my brother’s drug use was public,
there was concern that he would be arrested and embarrass my father,
who at that time held a position as town judge. Despite the unrest in
my home life, I don’t remember anyone trying to intervene or any
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expression of public concern about our situation. Years later when I
was in high school and my family was poor, I learned that the privacy
given to my family earlier is only afforded to those who are middle class.

When I was in third grade, my father took a new position as a
lawyer with a small corporation that developed shopping malls. With
two of my brothers away at college, I moved to a small fishing and
resort town in Massachusetts with my parents. I loved my new home
and its beautiful beaches, but the transition to a new school was difficult
for me. I was shy, and my math skills trailed behind those of my new
peers. It took some time for me to make new friends and adjust to the
schoolwork. Having left a school in New York that was struggling with
racial desegregation and rioting, the curriculum in my new predomi-
nantly White, middle-class school was considerably more advanced.
Although some of my classmates were Cape Verdean, most were Irish
Catholic.

Shortly after our arrival in Massachusetts, my brother’s drug problem
resulted in his arrest in New York for possession with intent to sell. As
a courtesy to my father, the police waited to arrest my brother until we
left the state. My father’s respected community status prevented my
brother from serving prison time (this is a class and race privilege that
is reflected in differential arrest and incarceration rates; see Myers, 1987).

In the late 1970s, the corporation that my father worked for went
bankrupt, and with limited savings, we fell on hard times. My father,
then in his 50s and without a professional network in our new state,
remained underemployed, earning money only through part-time work.
When I was in sixth grade, my family received food stamps and I qualified
for “free lunch,” an incredibly shameful experience. My lunch card was
visibly different from the ones used by classmates who paid for their
lunches. To avoid being seen using my card, I went to the back of the
lunch line, and if anyone stood behind me, I would create a reason to
“lose” my spot. I also stopped going to the supermarket because I didn’t
want to be seen with my parents when they paid with food stamps. If
they were embarrassed by our situation, they never discussed it with
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me, although my mother blamed my father and derided his ability to
provide for us financially. I did not question why my mother did not
look for paid work.

Toward the end of my 1st year of high school, my parent’s financial
situation finally bottomed out. The county sheriff served us with eviction
papers, and we lost our home to the mortgage company. My mother,
who took great pride in our home and her skill as a decorator, was
devastated. My father stoically reassured us that we would be fine, but
I was afraid that I would be separated from my parents. As our finances
had worsened, our family had come under closer public scrutiny. Earlier
in the year, my mother had been hospitalized for alcohol-related prob-
lems, and I had been scheduled for weekly appointments with the school
social worker. I became increasingly conscious of the public dimensions
of our family issues and worried that the social worker might have the
authority to declare my family “unfit” to care for me.

Once we were evicted from our home, our situation became truly
desperate. Our suburban town had few apartments, and my parents did
not want to move out of town. We could not qualify for those apartments
in any case. Like many people who suddenly find themselves in dire
financial straits, we did not have the money for the required deposit equal
to the first and last months of rent. Qur difficulties were compounded by
the approaching tourist season and sky-high rental prices. So we moved
to the one place that did not require such a lump sum—a local motel.

It is erroneously believed that people who live in motels are wasting
money out of stupidity or because they are engaged in illegal activities
that require moving around to avoid being caught. This is rarely true.
People who believe this probably cannot imagine how difficult it is to
find the money for a 2-month deposit or have possibly suppressed their
own early experiences with this kind of struggle.

Before moving into the motel, we sold most of our furniture at a
yard sale, but we still did not have enough money for the apartment
deposit. The motel room we ended up in was at the beach. There was
nothing glamorous about our living conditions, although I tried to
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portray “our move to the beach” as such to my classmates, because
school was still in session when we were evicted from our house. With
only a miniature refrigerator and hot plate to prepare food, we didn’t
have much to eat. Because the three of us lived in one room, we had
little privacy.

After a month, my parents told me I could no longer stay with
them, and I moved in with the family of one of my closest friends. I
appreciated my hosts’ generosity, but I sensed their pity. My friends’
families never overtly criticized my parents, but I felt that they judged
them in pejorative terms and, by default, extended that judgment to
me. My parents did not have a phone in their room but drove over
weekly to visit. Despite the tension during these visits, I missed my
parents greatly when they went back to their motel room. After 5 months,
we moved into a furnished rental home at the start of my sophomore
year. We repeated this cycle annually—moving into a new rental at the
start of the school year and separating in the summer when I returned
to friends” homes and my parents moved to different local motels.

Despite this “different” life, my interests were like those of many
White, middle-class, heterosexual, adolescent girls; I was more concerned
with dating and having the right clothes than with my schoolwork
(Galambos, Almeida, & Petersen, 1990; Orenstein, 1994). As a member
of a popular clique, an active social life diverted my attention from my
family’s financial problems. I had a couple of serious boyfriends, but
my girlfriends provided my emotional support.

I was able to keep up with my middle-class friends through the
money I earned by working as a babysitter, a cashier at a local movie
theatre, and later as a waitress at a seasonal “clam shack.” Once I was
old enough to be employed, my parents urged me to work as many
hours as the law allowed, and I hoped that by having the right things
I could disguise my family’s poverty (Nenga, 2003). By senior year, I
spent more hours in paid employment than in the classroom, leaving
school early to earn course credit for my work as a waitress. I did not
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think about the schoolwork I was missing, nor did I understand that
this option was common among low-income students.

I was not particularly interested in going to college and felt that I
was earning good money as a waitress. Because most of my immediate
family had earned bachelor’s degrees, however, it was assumed that I
would go to college. Through Pell grants, scholarships, student loans,
and the work-study program, I was able to attend the same small liberal
arts college that my parents and youngest brother had graduated from.
Like many teenagers, I was unaware at the time of the advantages going
to college would provide in my future. Had my parents not insisted and
had there not been a culture of going to college in my family, I would
have continued waitressing. I rationalized giving in to the push to go
to college by regarding it as a chance to leave my family’s financial and
other problems behind and to become a “new person.” I had no idea
what a powerful experience college would be or how much my economic
prospects would improve because of it.

DEVELOPING FEMINIST AND
CLASS CONSCIOUSNESS

I wanted to become a social worker like my mother, but as is true of
many young women, I did not have a realistic understanding of different
career paths (Sidel, 1990). This disconnect was evident in my dream of
becoming a social worker and living in a penthouse apartment overlook-
ing Boston Harbor with my girlfriends. My first course in social psychol-
ogy helped ground my interests; it examined gender roles, and I resonated
with the content. I was excited to see connections between academic work
and real-world problems and felt validated by research that paralleled my
own beliefs and experiences (Liss, O’Connor, Morosky, & Crawford,
2001; Macalister, 1999; Worell, Stilwell, Oakley, & Robinson, 1999).
My interest in gender issues was fueled by the sexism and emphasis
on appearance that pervaded my small, rural campus. Women’s status

27



PSYCHOLOGY AND ECONOMIC INJUSTICE

was determined by their desirability to men, and individuals and sorori-
ties were ranked by physical attractiveness. It was the mid-1980s and,
with the fitness craze in full force, thinness defined beauty. Eating disor-
ders were common, and in a dorm room next to the showers, over the
sounds of running water, I listened to women purge. The Greek system
dominated social life, and although I wanted the ready-made network
of friends I would gain, I decided not to join a sorority after attending
a pledge meeting and feeling that the sisters were more interested in
the man I was dating than in me.

My mixed-class background, a significant source of discomfort dur-
ing my college years, also deepened my commitment to feminism. My
closest friends were from working-class backgrounds, but interactions
with peers who were from wealthy families underscored how different
our experiences were. During the summers, they traveled to Europe or
spent time at their vacation homes, while I worked 60 to 70 hours per
week as a waitress and restaurant manager. Until that time, I had thought
of class primarily in terms of material goods (i.e., owning a home or a
car), but I began to understand economic privilege as access to the
resources that are important for physical, social, mental, and emotional
welfare and that provide freedom of choice in many arenas of life.

There was no doubt that compared with some of my peers, I was
disadvantaged, but as a college student, I also recognized my relative
advantage. A bitter town—gown divide pervaded the region, and my
work-study job at the local United Way office exposed me to the conse-
quences of deindustrialization. With local businesses languishing, I dis-
tributed heating vouchers and packages of food to low-income families.
Even though I had been on the receiving end of such services, I was
unprepared for the frustration, embarrassment, despair, and gratitude
that recipients would express and the helplessness I would feel to change
their situation.

When I entered the University of Rhode Island’s experimental social
psychology program as a graduate student in the fall semester of 1988,
I planned to study sexism in the workplace. As a female restaurant
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manager, my authority had been called into question frequently, and I
was eager to document the double standard of perceiving agentic men
as strong but agentic women as aggressive (Carli, 2001; Schein, 1975).
My master’s thesis examined gendered evaluations of managers, but my
interests shifted when I took a seminar on the social psychology of
poverty, a course that [ can truly say changed my life. My psychology
training had focused on gender, race, and ethnicity, not on class or
classism (Reid, 1993; Saris & Johnston-Robledo, 2000). This was my first
academic exposure to the social psychological dimensions of economic
(in)justice, and [ wanted to learn as much as I could about women’s
poverty and the U.S. welfare system. I began attending welfare rights
meetings at the George Wiley Center in Providence, Rhode Island. It
was an exciting time, because I found that I could do good research
on personally and politically meaningful issues. My doctoral project
compared middle-class and welfare-recipient attributions for poverty
and attitudes toward welfare reform (Bullock, 1999). Interpersonal and
institutional classism, welfare policy, and class-based political mobiliza-
tion, interests that I developed as a graduate student, remain my primary
interests today.

MOVING BETWEEN DIFFERENT WORLDS

My first academic position was at a small liberal arts college in the
Midwest in 1995. An old-boy network pervaded the college, and some
of my colleagues were paternalistic. Each summer a group of powerful
male faculty went white-water rafting, and although visiting male profes-
sors were sometimes invited, female faculty never were. Weekly basketball
games also excluded female professors. As an untenured assistant profes-
sor under the age of 30, directly challenging these norms was difficult,
but I was part of a small but strong feminist community, and we created
an alternative network.

When I took the job, my partner had needed another year to complete
his doctoral work, so I moved to the Midwest without him. When he
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joined me a year later, he had completed his doctorate in social psychol-
ogy. We struggled to find a full-time academic position for him. My
department was unmoved by our plight until I was offered a position
at another college; to encourage me to stay they offered him a visiting
professorship.

In addition to these professional struggles, I worried about being
so far from my parents, who were then living in an apartment in Fall
River, Massachusetts. Although they were no longer in immediate danger
of homelessness, they lived month to month without significant savings.
Both had numerous medical problems and, like 45.8 million other
Americans, no health insurance (U.S. Census Bureau, 2005). Each week
my mother visited an oncology clinic for checkups, chemotherapy, and
blood transfusions. Her expenses were covered by a state program, which
provided assistance to the working poor, and later by Medicaid.

Although a heavy teaching load made pursuing my research interests
difficult, after the passage of the Personal Responsibility and Work
Opportunity Reconciliation Act (P.L. 104-193) I continued studying the
relationship between attributions for poverty, classist stereotypes, and
support for welfare policy. I also collaborated with a local community
action group, and together we designed a program to raise awareness
of poverty and reduce classist stereotypes on college campuses. '

I found this work rewarding but wanted to be engaged in efforts
directed toward broader social change. In the fall of 1998, I left my
teaching job to spend a year in Washington, DC, as an American Psycho-
logical Association Congressional Fellow in the Democratic Committee
Office on Health, Education, Labor, and Pensions under the direction
of Senator Edward Kennedy. As a legislative aide, I worked on a wide
range of issues, including welfare policy, food stamp policy, early child-
hood education, and youth violence. It was an exhilarating experience
and a chance to learn about the legislative process and the role of social
science research in decision making. X

In the fall of 1999, I returned to academia as an assistant professor
at the University of California at Santa Cruz. The social psychology
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program’s justice orientation and the university’s support for feminist
scholarship made this an ideal position. When I accepted this job, I was
careful to look into the university’s treatment of female faculty. Although
women and minorities are underrepresented at the highest levels of
the professorate, Santa Cruz is among the more diverse University of
California campuses, with women and ethnic minorities making up
approximately 36% and 25% of the faculty, respectively (Academic
Human Resources, 2004). Despite these strengths, it is a difficult place
for dual-career couples. After a year of underemployment, however, my
partner obtained a research-oriented position in the campus administra-
tion, and in 2003 I was granted tenure.

When I speak with low-income women or spend time with my less
financially secure family members, I am conscious of moving between
“different worlds” and of the privileges that I enjoy as a White, middle-
class professional. My brother beat his drug problem, but with an arrest
record and no college degree, his job options are limited (Egan, 2005).
He worked at a mattress factory for many years and was able to support
his family. However, since the plant closed, he has moved around to
different discount chains, and his family has experienced several periods
of homelessness. My father, as he aged, also remained poor, but his
situation became more secure. He lived in two nursing homes, first in
Massachusetts with my mother and, after her death in 2002, in California
near me. With no property or assets, Medicaid covered his medical
expenses but his “free” care came at high cost. Low-income California
patients in long-term care may keep only $35 per month of their Social
Security check for expenses and must use the remainder to pay for
their care.

Caregiving, whether for children or the elderly, continues to be
women’s work (Himmelweit, 1999), and as the only daughter, arranging
my parents’ housing, medical care, and social services fell exclusively
on my shoulders. It is difficult, invisible work, and I worried about the
quality of my father’s care until his death in 2005. Once, during a
2:00 a.m. emergency room visit, a doctor, after reviewing my father’s
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insurance information, wanted to transfer him to another hospital. Al-
though discrimination was rarely this overt, I worried about the medical
choices made on his behalf that I may not have been privy to. I am also
troubled by the institutional racism, sexism, and classism that made it
possible to pay poverty-level wages to the Latina aides who cared for him.

My teaching and research focus broadly on the social psychological
dimensions of economic injustice. Over the past 10 years, I have investi-
gated how different socioeconomic groups perceive poverty and justify
their class status relative to others (Bullock & Limbert, 2003; Bullock
& Waugh, 2005). Examining relationships among classist stereotypes,
attributions for poverty, and support for antipoverty and welfare policies
is a central dimension of this research (Bullock, Williams, & Limbert,
2003). T am also working to document poor women’s experiences of
interpersonal and institutional classism. As of this writing, I am studying
the personal (e.g., attributions for poverty and wealth; beliefs about
upward mobility) and situational (e.g., discrimination, termination of
benefits) factors that contribute to low-income women’s political mobili-
zation. The overarching goals of these projects are to create spaces
for the voices of low-income women to be heard and to dismantle
interpersonal and institutional classism in the field of psychology and
in society.

These would be impossibly lofty goals without the dedication, inge-
nuity, and persistence of a vast network of feminist activists and scholars,
past, present, and future. Economic inequality is among our most press-
ing social problems. Reducing classist bias presents significant challenges,
but as our foremothers have demonstrated, a more just society is not

only possible, it is worth fighting for.
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Psychology, Social Class,
and Resources for
Human Welfare

W ith this chapter and the one that follows, we move to discussions
of economic justice, which is where our personal, political, and
professional journeys have led us. For feminist social psychologists,
this focus seems inevitable. Because psychologists are committed to
advancing human welfare, and because feminist psychologists are acutely
aware of the antecedents and consequences of oppression, we must be
concerned with issues of socioeconomic justice.

Our intention in this chapter is to outline the resources required
for human welfare and to provide information on how low-income
people in the United States are systematically impeded in their efforts
to access them. These resources include food, housing, education, health
care, fair and sustainable wages, and child care. This chapter draws on
multiple and diverse sources of information about economic inequality
and its correlates: data from psychological research, national statistics,
reports by reputable journalists, and work from other social science
disciplines.
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SOCIAL CLASS INEQUITIES

Class inequity is not a new phenomenon in the United States. It is part
of our historical development, beginning with the early White colonists,
more than half of whom came to North America as servants (Zinn,
2003). However, the gap between rich and poor in this country is wider
than it has been in more than 50 years (Moyers, 2004) and wider than
in the older class-based societies of Europe and any other developed
nation (Johnston, 2005a). In 1998, the income of the 13,000 richest
American families was nearly equal to that of the 20 million poorest
families (Atkinson, 2005). Statistics from the Center on Budget and
Policy Priorities (I. Shapiro, 2005) indicate that from 1979 to 2002,
while the after tax income of the top 1% of the population rose 111%,
that of the middle fifth rose 15%, and that of the poorest fifth rose just
5%. In terms of taxes paid, the top 10th of 1% in this country had a
reduced tax rate between 2002 and 2003 that was more than 10 times
the rate reduction for middle-class taxpayers (cf. Johnston, 2005b). In
2004, big-company CEOs received an annual pay boost of 13% over
the previous year, which earned them an average annual salary of $10
million (Morgenson, 2005).

Manbhattan, in New York City, has the dubious distinction of having
the greatest disparity between the rich and poor than any other county
in the nation. In 2000, the top fifth of the population had an average
annual income that was 52 times higher than the bottom fifth ($365,826
vs. $7,047; S. Roberts, 2005). Washington, DC, another of our country’s
great cities, has an infant mortality rate that is twice as high as that of
Beijing; in 2002 this rate in our nation’s capital was 11.5 per thousand
live births as compared with 4.6 in China’s capital (Kristof, 2005b).

It is thus not surprising that former President Carter said, when
notified that he had won the 2002 Nobel Peace Prize, that his concept
of human rights had grown to include “the right to . .. adequate health
care, shelter, food, and to economic opportunity” (cf. Krasner, 2002,
p- B6). However, dealing constructively with inequities continues to be
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hampered by myths. It is not the case, for example, that most of the
poor in the United States live in urban ghettos. In fact only about 12%
do. Half of all poor people in this country are White European American;
fewer than one in five are in families headed by mothers who were never
married; and in most poor families, there is at least one employed adult
(Page & Simmons, 2000). Negative myths and untruths about the poor
abound. Considerable data support the conclusion by Warren, Thomp-
son, and Saegert (2001) that “poor and marginalized people have been
literally vilified by the media and public officials” (p. 22).

What is true is that people in the United States today are more
likely to finish their lives in the same social class into which they were
born than was the case 30 years ago (Scott & Leonhardt, 2005). Class
of origin is “the best predictor of adult educational and occupational
achievement” (Jones, 2003, p. 804), despite our beliefs to the contrary
and our adherence to the myth of class permeability. This myth, Jones
(2003) argued, supports the perception that inequalities are due to
personal deficiencies rather than to “institutional structures that tend
to perpetuate privilege for higher status individuals” (p. 804). Miller
(1996) noted that the belief in class permeability or upward mobility
confuses aspirations with actual conditions of life.

In the presidential election rhetoric of 2004, both major parties
consistently ignored the problems of the poor—wooing, instead, the so-
called middle class. Policies and programs were presented as middle-
class friendly, and the poor were forgotten or debased. Our political
leaders may not see inequality as a high-priority problem, but we have
the greatest level of inequality among Western countries. The United
States “has more poverty and lower life expectancy than any other
major advanced nation” (Krugman, 2002, p. 64). Swedes live, on average,
3 years longer than we do; Canadians, 2 years longer. The life expectancy
for men in Costa Rica is greater than it is here. Krugman provided this
comparison between Sweden and the United States: “Swedish families
with children that are . . . poorer than 90 percent of the[ir] population—
have incomes 60 percent higher than their U.S. counterparts” (p. 76).
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As noted by Belle and Doucet (2003), the United States is unique in
the industrialized world not only for our massive level of inequality,
but also for the conviction that “both rich and poor deserve their
fates” (p. 109).

Yet, low-income people share the same values and aspirations as
those who are middle class. They want jobs, education, security, health
care, recreation, and a good life (Lott & Bullock, 2001). An in-depth
study (Holloway, Fuller, Rambaud, & Eggers-Pierola, 1997) of a sample
of low-income mothers found that when they speak about their children,
“their perceptions and concerns are ones shared by most parents, regard-
less of their social class” (p. 94). Steele (2002) reported that he found
strong middle-class objectives among a sample of mothers interviewed
in a homeless shelter and a valuing of independence and self-sufficiency
even greater than in a sample of female students at Stanford. He con-
cluded that the economic problems of the poor women were not due
to personality deficits but to a lack of resources with which to cope
with unreliable circumstances. Similarly, a study of poor teenagers in
Philadelphia (see “Urban, Suburban Teens Have Same Worries,” 2002)
found them to have the same aspirations as their middle-class suburban
counterparts: good schools, a chance to attend college, job training, jobs,
and positive adult connections. A sample of low-income middle and
high school students rated better books and computers and more after
school activities as most likely to increase their chances for a positive
future.

The resources required for a good, secure, and fulfilling life for
women, men, and children are well known. Hobfoll (2002) has defined
resources as what people value or as the “means to obtain centrally valued
ends” (p. 307). He proposed that those “with resources are less likely
to encounter stressful circumstances that negatively affect psychological
and physical well-being” and “are more capable of solving the problems
inherent in stressful circumstances” (pp. 317-318). In addition, those
with resources are more likely to obtain more resources. The most basic
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requirements for a reasonably secure and satisfying life include adequate
nutrition, housing, education, jobs that pay a living wage, access to
health care, and child care.

Food

Poor families, like more affluent ones, require an adequate supply of
nutritious food, but reports across the country continue to indicate an
increased demand for emergency food and increased use of soup kitchens
and food pantries. A report from the U.S. Conference of Mayors (cf.
Becker, 2002) noted a 19.9% rise in food aid across the country, with
working families being the neediest. Requests for emergency food have
been steadily increasing since 1986, but in nearly two thirds of the 25
cities surveyed for the mayors’ report, the amount of emergency food
provided was being decreased and rationed. In 56% of the cities, emer-
gency programs ran out of food and had to turn families away (cf. Relin,
2004). At the same time, one third of families eligible for food stamps
do not get them (Shipler, 2004b).

Wollman (2002) examined data from 1995 through 1999 and found
a 67% increase in the number of people who are hungry in this country,
which is indicative of what he called social negligence. Who the hungry
are and where they live are questions answered in data collected by
America’s Second Harvest (2002). These data show that among those
who are hungry in the United States, 45% are classified as European
American/White, 35% are African American, and 17% are classified as
Latino; 53% are city dwellers, 32% are suburban dwellers, and 15%
are rural.

The number of households experiencing food insecurity, a term used
by the federal government to refer to limited or uncertain food availabil-
ity, has been rising (“Food Security,” 2004). According to data presented
by the Department of Agriculture, in 2002 there were 12 million house-
holds in which some member of the family skipped a meal because of
lack of food. Of the 34.9 million individuals in these families, more than
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13 million were children (cf. Lu, 2004; Relin, 2004)—a devastating and
shocking statistic.

Those lining up for emergency food baskets or coming to soup
kitchens were described by a soup kitchen director in Connecticut (Lu,
2004) as primarily employed (80%) “mostly in low-wage jobs with no
benefits . . . all sorts of invisible people that folks just refuse to see ...
gardeners, people living in the back of restaurants, [or] ... the person
working at the local grocery store” (§12). A journalist who interviewed
low-income families across the country described one mother who
wouldn’t take her children to shop for food because they grabbed for
things she couldn’t afford—like fruits and vegetables (Relin, 2004).

What the poor eat is typically lower in quality and less nutritious
than what others eat. In one study (Topolski, Boyd-Bowman, & Fergu-
son, 2003), students judged the appearance and taste of fruit purchased
from the same grocery chains in communities differing in socioeconomic
status (SES). Produce from markets in the poorer neighborhoods was
judged to be less fresh in both taste and appearance, suggesting to
the investigators that their findings reflected “differential treatment” of
consumers and “institutionalized discrimination” (p. 118). In addition,
hungry families often buy foods high in calories but low in nutritive
value (Associated Press, 2003) because such foods are cheaper and pro-
vide quick sources of energy (“High-Calorie Foods,” 2004). One can
get the same amount of energy from low-cost cookies as from far higher
priced carrots or lettuce, which are luxuries for low-income families.

The relationship between lack of nutritionally adequate food and
children’s psychosocial functioning has been well established. Murphy,
Wehler, et al. (1998) found, in a sample of inner-city public schools,
that hungry children functioned more poorly than others on both behav-
ioral and academic indices. Another study (Sampson, Dixit, Meyers, &
Houser, 1995), of a large sample of low-income second- to fifth-grade
students, reported that on any given day, 12% to 26% came to school
without having eaten breakfast. Tests showed that a considerable propor-
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tion of these children were deficient in nearly every important nutrient.
There is a strong relationship between nutrition and brain development,
both prenatally and postnatally (Thompson & Nelson, 2001).

Housing

The lack of adequate, affordable housing is another serious national
problem—high on the list of concerns of the poor and the about-to-
become poor. Heather Bullock’s story in chapter 2 illustrates how hous-
ing issues can lead to family separation and to a further spiraling into
poverty even for college-educated and formerly middle-class parents.
In a survey (Lott, 2002b) of 100 low-income women and men in
one county in Rhode Island, the greatest number of respondents (92%
of the women and 98% of the men) rated the issue of affordable housing
as very important to them personally. The minimum wage, public trans-
portation, and medical care came next in ratings of personal importance,
but none of these came close to the importance of housing. Among
households with the most serious housing needs, 57% are headed by
women and 46% are headed by persons of color (Mulroy, 2002).
Poor, urban families are typically segregated into undesirable neigh-
borhoods that are unseen by the affluent, who try to keep their distance
from them. H. Epstein (2003) provided this description: “bricked-up
abandoned buildings, vacant storefronts, broken sidewalks and empty
lots with mangy grass overgrowing the ruins of old cars, machine parts
and heaps of garbage” (p. 76). She cited a survey of four regions in the
United States that found fewer parks in poor neighborhoods than in
more affluent ones but three times as many bars. Evans (2004) described
low-income neighborhoods as polluted, crowded, noisy, physically
deteriorated, and dangerous, with inadequate public services of all
kinds. Bernice Lott (who relates her personal story in chap. 3) remembers
growing up in low-income urban neighborhoods in apartments with
few windows, above retail stores, and facing busy outdoor vendors in
crowded noisy streets. Cockroaches were ever present, to be seen
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scurrying away when one returned home and turned on the lights after
an evening out.

Added to all this is the existence of environmental classism. In a
study (Allen, 2001) of more than 2,000 counties in the United States,
the level of toxic releases was found to be significantly related to the
counties’ social class status. Analysis of risk scores for industrial air
pollution assigned to communities across the United States by a govern-
ment research project found that neighborhoods where the residents
were poorer and less educated had the highest pollution compared with
neighborhoods where residents had a higher SES (cf. Pace, 2005).

Saegert and Evans (2003) wrote about the deleterious effects on
health of housing with inadequate plumbing and no central heating;
near waste sites; and with poor ventilation, pests, and lead paint. Yet
housing, they pointed out, “is one of the largest expenditures in the
budgets of low-income people . . . the poor pay so much .. . for housing
that they must scrimp on other household needs” (p. 577). It is not
surprising, given the conditions of housing in high-poverty communities,
that a move to a better neighborhood will have positive effects. This
was documented in a 3-year relocation study in five urban sites. The
school achievement of teenage boys made significant gains after their
families, having been chosen randomly for a chance to do so, moved
to a low-poverty neighborhood (Leventhal & Brooks-Gunn, 2004).

A national study found that the average cost of rent and utilities
for a two-bedroom apartment is $791 a month (cf. “Housing Too High
for Many,” 2003). To afford housing as well as food and other necessities,
someone has to be earning $15.21 an hour (almost 3 times greater than
the federal minimum wage). Even if a mother has been fortunate enough
to find a place in a low-rent public housing project, she may be required
to perform unpaid community service or face eviction. This was specified
in the disingenuously named Quality Housing and Work Responsibility
Act of 1998, signed into law by President Clinton (Chen, 2004), which
called for community service every year by public housing residents who
are not over 62 or disabled, not in school, or not working full time.
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What counts as community service is to be determined by housing
project administrators. This law has been unevenly implemented, but
its existence illustrates how public housing renters are perceived as
different from other recipients of federal assistance programs (e.g., to-
bacco farmers or corporations receiving subsidies).

Homelessness is another measure of social negligence. Wollman
(2002) estimated that between 1995 and 1999, the homeless population
in this country increased by 30%, and the U.S. Conference of Mayors
(cf. Becker, 2002) reported that the need for emergency shelter in U.S.
cities increased in 2002 by an average of 19% over the previous year.
This is especially hazardous for women (Terrell, 2004); many homeless
women are likely to be fleeing from domestic violence and then face
the danger of assault on the streets.

The problem of homelessness can be illustrated by statistics from
almost any major city or state. In Rhode Island, 20032004 marked an
all-time high, for the 3rd year in a row, in the number of people entering
emergency shelters. More first-time clients at the shelters were reported
to be employed and to have more education and fewer substance abuse
problems than previously, with a 9% increase in families (Ziner, 2005a).
In New York City in the summer of 2002, the lack of housing was so
severe that the city administration reopened an old jail to house homeless
families, a move that evoked strong criticism and was blocked by a judge
(Cooper, 2002). Another proposal was to house the city’s homeless in
retired cruise ships (B. Stewart, 2002). A quarter of New York City’s
homeless were given temporary shelter in furnished apartments in build-
ings with histories of dangerous code violations, including peeling paint
and rat infestations (Kaufman, 2002). This scatter-site housing program
is advantageous for landlords, who are paid $96 a day for every family
and who net profits said to range from $600 to $1,000 per month on
each apartment. In a temporary strategy, New York City has permitted
homeless couples to sleep on benches or the floor of a former mental
hospital ward without food or showers and with lights that remain on
all night (Kaufman, 2005).
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Education

The shortchanging of children from low-income families in the public
schools is yet another structural and institutional tool that maintains
privilege for some and oppression for others—that is, the status quo of
social injustice. One study (cf. Schemo, 2002) found that school districts
with the highest number of low-income students received an average
of $1,000 less per student from state and local tax money than did school
districts with the fewest poor students. A hard-to-believe example comes
from Illinois, in which the highest-spending school district spent $19,361
more per student in 2005 than the lowest-spending district (Urrea, 2005).
Most U.S. schools are funded through property taxes, which is by nature
inequitable and enforces class differences between districts.

To statistics about financial support must be added the well-known
discrimination experienced by low-income children and their parents
in the public schools (for reviews of this literature, see Lott, 2001, 2003;
Lott & Rogers, 2005). Respondents in a study by Adair (2002), like those
in other studies, told “stories of the branding they received at the hands
of teachers, administrators, and peers” (p. 457). Both of our personal
stories (chaps. 2 and 3) describe the income-related embarrassment we
felt during our own formative years. Many poor children have similar
experiences in schools every day.

Teachers’ expectations of students, which can become self-fulfilling
prophecies, are different for children of poor and middle-income fami-
lies. A survey of teachers in Rhode Island confirmed their low expecta-
tions for students of low-income parents (cf. Borg, 2004). The teachers,
asked to assess academic potential from economic and ethnicity informa-
tion, estimated that 72% of students from middle-class families had the
ability to graduate from college but that only 48% of low-income students
had the requisite academic potential.

Classist inequalities are seen in public schools across the country.
School districts generally do little to keep low-income teenagers in school.
Thus, the U.S. Department of Education found that “the drop-out rate
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for the poorest 20 percent of students was six times that of the wealthiest
20 percent” (i.e., 10% vs. 2%; “More are Finishing High School,” 2001,
p. A2). Classist inequalities are also clearly seen in the physical condition
of schools and in the quality of teachers. Phillips and Chin (2004)
reported “disparities in teachers’ education, credentials, experience, sub-
ject matter knowledge, and cognitive skills” that continue to disadvantage
students in low-income schools (p. 510). The result, as Campbell (2002)
has argued, is that unequal schools distribute knowledge unequally,
which contributes to the maintenance of economic inequality and un-
equal opportunities. “One group of students learns skills and confidence
and is prepared for their future, while other students learn their place
(at the bottom)” (Campbell, 2002, p. 6). A recent study (cf. Scott &
Leonhardt, 2005} found that the socioeconomic status of a child’s family
in the United States was a better predictor of school achievement than
it was in France, Denmark, or the Netherlands.

The classism in public primary and secondary education is
maintained in colleges and universities. One study (cf. “College Costs,”
2002) found that low-income students needed loans in a third of states
even to attend 2-year community colleges. Another study (cf. Lewin,
2002) assigned the nation’s colleges the grade of D in affordability.
Twelve states in this study, including New York, received an F; California
was the only state to get an A. Among the most depressing findings was
that only about half of community college students return for their
second year. In addition, a congressional committee found that in 2002,
among qualified low- and moderate-income high school graduates,
nearly half did not enroll in any college (cf. Gaus, 2003). The chances
of getting a college degree before age 24 varied from 1 in 2 for those
from families earning more than $90,000 a year, to 1 in 10 for those
from families earning $35,000 to $60,000, to 1 in 17 for someone from
a family earning less than $35,000 (cf. Brooks, 2005).

The National Center for Public Policy and Higher Education re-
ported that in 2000, poor families spent an incredible 25% of their
income in order to have their children attend public 4-year colleges
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(cf. Steinberg, 2002). This is in sharp contrast to the 7% of annual
income spent by middle-class families in educating their children. Pell
grants covered only 57% of the tuition at public colleges in 1999, down
from 98% in 1986. And a new federal formula for calculating financial
aid has further reduced Pell Grant funds, which has resulted in 1.3
million college students receiving smaller grants and an estimated 89,000
not qualifying for any assistance; this is expected to have a domino effect
on other types of aid, increasing the need for loans (Winter, 2004).

The situation at elite private colleges is bleak. “At 250 of the most
selective colleges in the country, the proportion of students from upper-
income families has grown” (Scott & Leonhardt, 2005, p. YT18). Students
in the lowest economic quartile were found in one study (cf. Kahlenberg,
2004) to make up 3% of the students in the most selective 4-year colleges
compared with 74% from the highest economic quartile. It is especially
significant that the percentages of low-income and working-class stu-
dents in these colleges were lower than if only grades and test scores
had been used as admissions criteria. This reflects the continued use of
legacy admissions, an affirmative-action program for the affluent. At
Harvard University, 90% of the undergraduates are from families earning
more than the national annual median income, and 77% come from
households with incomes above $80,000 (Michaels, 2004).

Ironically, the wealthiest colleges receive significantly more federal
dollars for financial aid than schools that have far greater numbers of
poor students (Winter, 2003). Ivy League colleges get the most federal
money for work-study jobs. In addition, at most colleges, the discounts
that lower full tuition costs are more likely to go to wealthier than to
poorer applicants (Zernike, 2003), because colleges use discounts to
attract particular categories of students.

The barriers to higher education faced by the poor provide additional
evidence of the institutional nexus of inequality pervasive in our nation.
Affluent families not only have the necessary financial resources to send
their children to college, but as Kirp (2004) pointed out, they know
how to work the system. They send their children to college admission
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summer camps, enroll them in Scholastic Assessment Test preparation
courses, and get advice from counselors. The result is that among quali-
fied high school seniors, five out of six whose families earn more than
$75,000 a year will enroll in a 4-year college, compared with fewer than
50% of those whose families earn less than $25,000. The consequence
of colleges becoming more and more unaffordable for so many is that
low-income students who never get to college end up with low-paying
dead-end jobs and few possibilities for the future. Had Brooklyn College
not been tuition free when Bernice Lott graduated from high school
(see chap. 3), it is entirely possible that she might never have gone
to college.

Low-income students who make it to college face considerable prob-
lems as they pursue academic achievement and prepare for a career.
There is a wide gap in graduation rates between academically competent
students from lower and higher income families. A College Board report
(cf. Hong, 2005) indicated that among students with high test scores,
those from families with the highest income finished college at more
than twice the rate of those from the lowest-income families. One College
Board analyst was quoted as saying that college completion has become
more and more “not about academic preparation, [but] ... about
money~ (Hong, 2005, p. A3). All college students currently face a situa-
tion of exploding textbook costs, with prices that have increased 186%
in the past 20 years. This presents an especially difficult problem for
low-income students. To read that “more and more students are resorting
to an old alternative: the library” (Buss, 2005, p. BU8) reminds Bernice
of the first 3 years of her undergraduate days when she never had the
money to buy a single textbook and could read them only in the library.

An example of the differences in opportunities among students from
different social classes is the growing importance of internships. For
affluent students, unpaid internships pose no particular hardship and
are widely used as ways to increase connections and gain experience on
the path to careers, particularly in politics and the media. College students
from working-class families cannot afford to spend a summer without
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earning money to help defray college costs and are thus at a serious
disadvantage. In addition, internships often go first to those with network
connections and family contacts and reflect cronyism, nepotism, and
access associated with privilege (Coplin, 2005). As noted by journalist
Cokie Roberts (quoted in J. Lee, 2004), the system makes “it ever more
difficult for people who don’t have economic advantages to catch up”
(97). Both of us worked at various paying jobs throughout our college
years during school semesters and summers. With barriers to college
entry and lesser access to opportunities in college, upward mobility is
a steep climb, often more dream than reality.

Work and Wages

Most poor people in our country are employed, but 31% of working
women and 20% of working men earn less than $8 an hour. Twenty
percent of all jobs in the United States pay less than a poverty-level
wage for a family of four (see “Study Says 39 Million,” 2004). Fourteen
million people are working for $7 an hour or less (Herbert, 2002b).

Among the lowest-paid workers in New York State are home health
aides, almost all of whom are women. They typically work for $6 or $7
an hour with no medical benefits, sick pay, or vacation days (Herbert,
2002a). Immigrant migrant workers are also among those most exploited.
Although we tend to think of them as the farm workers who pick our
fruits and vegetables, another group has emerged, primarily women who
line up for day work in factories or homes. Bernstein (2005) has written
about the women who “are not noticed by the weekday morning crowds”
(91) in New York City as they wait to be “hired for a day’s work at the
minimum wage or less” (92) doing whatever is asked of them in factories,
like cutting threads from jackets, or taking part “in the vast underground
economy of domestic service” (95) in middle-class homes.

A campaign for living wage ordinances on city, county, or state
levels has been pressing for requiring government employers and compa-
nies with government contracts or subsidies to pay their workers an
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hourly rate that will provide reasonable access to resources on a
minimum-needs budget. (For example, $10.19 an hour has been pro-
posed in Providence, RI; see Luna & Segal, 2003.) This movement is
gaining strength. Baltimore passed the first such legislation in 1994; the
states of Maine and Vermont link corporate subsidies to good wages;
and in 2001 there were 60 cities with living wage ordinances and ongoing
campaigns in 75 (Bruce, 2001).

Efforts in Congress to raise the federal minimum wage (from $5.15
per hour) have not been successful, even though this minimum has not
been raised since 1997. Such a wage for 40 hours a week for 50 weeks
yields an income of $10,500, which is almost half the poverty threshold
for a family of four ($19,200 in 2004). A study in 2004 found that a
full-time worker earning the federal minimum wage could afford rent
and utilities for a one-bedroom apartment in only 4 of 3,066 counties
in the U.S. To afford a two-bedroom apartment in 1,000 counties, a
minimum wage earner must work more than 80 hours a week (see
“Minimum Wage,” 2004). As of this writing, neither Senator Edward
M. Kennedy’s proposed legislation to raise the minimum wage modestly
in three steps to $6.65 (“ADA Spearheads,” 2002) nor Representative
George Miller’s bill to raise it to $7.25 over 2 years (Stark, 2005) have been
approved, which illustrates the strong tolerance for economic injustice
among our policymakers and elected representatives in Washington.
This is the case despite wide support for increasing the federal minimum
wage revealed by opinion polls and higher mirnimums in 17 states and
the District of Columbia (Broder, 2006).

It is significant that women in the United States are far more likely
than men to be employed in jobs paying the lowest wages and are more
likely to be poor in every adult category by age and education. In 2002,
the poverty rate for single parents was 30.2%; within this group, single
mothers were twice as likely to be poor as single fathers (NOW Legal
Defense and Education Fund, 2003). In 2003, full-time female workers
earned 75.5 cents for every dollar earned by a man, and the median
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annual earnings for women working full time was $30,724 compared
with $40,668 for men (Institute for Women’s Policy Research, personal
communication, August 27, 2004).

Low wages are correlated with few benefits, poor conditions in the
workplace, and few supports for working adults to fulfill their respon-
sibilities to children and other family members. As Heymann (2000)
documented, unlike workers in most other industrialized countries, who
have access to paid family leave and publicly funded early childhood
programs, workers in the United States do not. Thus “disparities in
income are exacerbated by . . . dramatic disparities in working and social
conditions” (p. 134).

In addition to the problems connected with wages and benefits, there
is also a serious problem of unemployment. The official government
unemployment rate has varied over the past few years (e.g., 6.4% in
2003 [Herbert, 2003b]; 5.6% in early 2004 [Krugman, 2004]), but these
figures exclude large numbers of people who have given up looking for
work, estimated to be more than 1.5 million at the end of 2003 (“Exhaust-
ing Federal Compassion,” 2004). Other statistics indicate that 4.5 million
people are working part time because they cannot find full-time employ-
ment (cf. Herbert, 2003¢c). Uncounted labor force dropouts move in
with relatives, care for children, apply for disability benefits (Leonhardt,
2002), or make some other difficult life adaptation. Among the hardest
hit are single, undereducated mothers for whom the unemployment rate
is 18% (“The 12 Percent Problem,” 2003) and young people between
the ages of 16 and 24. Those who have spoken with these young unem-
ployed have reported their frustration and anger but mostly just their
sadness (Herbert, 2003a). Unemployment among Black men is at a crisis
level—25%—a figure considered to be conservative (Herbert, 2004b).
It is Black workers who have been hardest hit by the decline in unionized
jobs. In the 1980s, 25% of all Black workers were union members; today
only about one of seven has a union job. AFL-CIO President John
Sweeney has called this “one of the little-known tragedies of the last
five years” (Uchitelle, 2005, p. WK3)
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Unemployment insurance has a time limit, and what one receives
depends on the salary or wage at the last job held. State rules limit
eligibility, and not all who are without a job qualify. It has been reported
(cf. Jackman, 2003) that in 2001, 47% of jobless men across the country
received unemployment insurance; the figure for jobless women was
only 40%. These payments averaged about $230 a week (Armour, 2002).

Income Assistance

Public assistance is designed for those who cannot meet their basic
needs through employment. Families who qualify earn less than what
is designated as the poverty level. In 2004, this was $19,200 for a family
of four. In that year, 37 million people, or 12.7% of the country’s
population, earned less than this threshold, and the median household
income was $44,389 (Leonhardt, 2005). Of those living below the official
poverty line, almost one third were children (Freyer, 2005). Living at
and up to double the poverty line were an additional 54 million people
(“Barely Staying Afloat,” 2006). One in five workers in 2003 earned a
median wage of less than $8.84 an hour, which would put a family of
four in poverty. Among low-income families, it has been reported that
71% have at least one adult working and more than 50% are headed
by a married couple (cf. Herbert, 2004c).

Among Black Americans, the poverty rate is twice as high as it is
for the nation as a whole. The outrageous television pictures of the
Hurricane Katrina victims in New Orleans in 2005 shocked the nation
and the world, but as noted by journalist DeParle (2005a), the images
simply “laid bare” what many already knew—our nation’s “cleavage of
race and class” (p. WK1). In New Orleans, of the 28% of the population
living in poverty, 84% are Black (cf. DeParle, 2005a). And Native Ameri-
cans remain the poorest ethnic group, despite the gambling businesses
operated by some tribes, with an annual per capita income below $10,000
according to census data for 2000 (“Economic Data,” 2005).

The official poverty level is still calculated the way it was when it
was first introduced in 1963 (Bernstein, 2003): 3 times the cost of a
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low-income family’s estimated food expenditures (on the assumption
that the other two thirds of family income is spent on housing and
clothing). Clearly this omits spending on child care, transportation,
medicines, personal grooming products, and much more that middle-
class people take for granted, like buying books or magazines, going to
movies, renting videos, or taking vacations.

A study sponsored by several national foundations (cf. Herbert,
2004c) reported the following average annual expenses for a low-income
family of four: renting a two-bedroom apartment in a major city, $8,000;
food, $2,000; and transportation, $1,500. Subtracting these costs from
a poverty-level income leaves little for clothing, child care, health, and
other expenditures essential for a good life. It illustrates how easily, as
Herbert (2004c) noted, poor families can be pushed over the edge by
any misfortune.

Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) is a program
established in 1996 as a way to end welfare programs, which had become
increasingly identified by opponents with undeservingness and depen-
dence. TANF continues to be reauthorized by Congress with the same
antipoor features it had when it began, despite suggestions from many
sources for ways of improving educational, vocational, and employment
options for the poor (e.g., Blank & Haskins, 2001; National Women’s
Law Center, personal communication, March 26, 2004; Women’s Com-
mittee of 100, personal communication, March 17, 2004). These sugges-
tions have included eliminating the time limit for termination of benefits;
expanding the definition of work to include postsecondary education,
vocational education, and adult literacy programs; establishing federal
benefit standards; enforcing equal pay laws; and increasing child-care
funding. Former Congresswoman Patsy Mink (2002) said about TANF
that it “set in motion a series of policy changes that degrade poor
mothers, punish . . . and undermine their families . . . [and] it did nothing
to move poor mothers out of poverty” (p. xxi).

Since passage of the TANF legislation, there has been a well-reported
reduction in state welfare caseloads, but there has been no significant
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shift in the numbers of families living below the poverty line. Access to
affordable housing has gotten worse, and emergency food needs have
sharply increased. In Washington State, for example, according to Chil-
dren’s Defense Fund data for 1998 (cf. Pearce, 2002b), although there
was a significant reduction in the welfare roll, among full-time workers,
30% had their phones cut off, 18% had utilities shut off, and 22%
became homeless.

On any given day, 40% of former welfare recipients (who are primar-
ily mothers) have no job (Edelman, 2002). A federal assistant secretary
for families and children has been quoted as agreeing that 10% to 15%
of those who have left the welfare system since 1996 are significantly
worse off than they had been before (cf. Kaufman, 2003). Those who
are working earn, on average, a bit less than $8 an hour for a 35-hour
workweek and thus make around $14,000 a year. What has been learned
from the 1996 law is that having a job is not the same as earning a
living wage.

New Zealand repealed its similar workfare program because it failed
to give people “real jobs at real wages” (“New Zealand,” 2002). Studies
found that employers took advantage of those in the program, relying
on them as a source of low-wage labor and making it difficult for them
to move into good jobs. This is most certainly also the case in the United
States, where similar abuses have been documented.

Welfare assistance in the United States (both pre- and post-TANF)
has occurred within a system that tends to undermine the self-respect
of its recipients. Although most of us can insist on a search warrant
before permitting an officer into our homes, welfare mothers must
allow entry to social workers, thus “fork[ing] over citizenship rights for
the price of a welfare check” (Smith-Madsen, quoted in Adair, 2002,
p. 460).

Health Care

The resource to which low-income people in this country have the least
access is health care. As the only industrialized country without a national
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health system, we spend $5,800 a year per person on health care (Hel-
lander, 2003), more than 2 times the average expenditure in other
industrialized countries. Despite its high cost, our system does not pro-
vide the highest quality of care. The United States ranked 12th in a
comparison among 13 countries in 2000 on 16 health indicators (cf.
Herbert, 2004a). Canada has surgical survival rates that are higher than
those in the United States (Sullivan, 2002-2003), and other developed
countries have infant mortality rates that are half of the rate in the
United States (6.8 deaths per 1,000 live births). Our high rate of infant
mortality is attributed to the inadequate access to health care in poor
communities (“Infant Mortality,” 2003). Among the countries with bet-
ter infant survival rates than ours (we are 41st in the world) are Singapore,
Cuba, China, Sweden, and Japan (Kristof, 2005a). In the western hemi-
sphere we have the third-worst rate of vaccination in children, and in
the world we rank 16th in female life expectancy and 17th in male life
expectancy (Frisof, 2004).

New voices are being raised in support of the only sensible and
serious way to assure health care for all, a single-payer system similar
to that in Canada and Europe (e.g., Cook, 2005; Liebman, 2005). Among
these voices is the Physicians’ Working Group for Single-Payer National
Health Insurance (2003). This group has called for abolishing financial
barriers to health care through a plan that “would cover every American
for all medically necessary services, including long-term care, mental
health and dental services, and prescription drugs and supplies” (p. 799).
With such an equitable plan, “clinical decisions would be driven by
science and compassion” (p. 802), and lives would be saved. The authors
of the plan noted that it was endorsed by close to 8,000 physicians and
medical students. Other new proponents of a single-payer system that
would eliminate the role played by insurance companies have been more
surprising. An editorial in the conservative Providence Journal (“It’'s No
Insurance Panacea,” 2004), for example, recently posed the question:
“When are we going to cut red tape and costs, and improve health-care
equity by extending Medicare to everyone?” (p.B4), and the state of
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Rhode Island has created a commission to study a single-payer system
(Gemma, 2004). Representative John Conyers of Michigan has intro-
duced a bill into Congress, drafted by a group of physicians, that would
expand Medicare to all residents of the United States, cover medications,
and provide parity for mental health services (Hellander, 2003). Unfortu-
nately, labor unions have not yet joined the call for a national health
program because, as Gold (2003) argued, health benefits are a “bargaining
chip, and ... selling point” in organizing (p.9), and as Fitch (2005)
pointed out, many unions have established their own health insur-
ance companies.

Nearly 60 million people in this country are without health insurance
at some point during any given year (Pear, 2003), more than half of
whom are in the workforce. The numbers of those who are uninsured
has continued to rise steadily and reached 46 million people at the
beginning of 2005 (about 16% of the country’s population; Broder,
2005). In 2004, this group included 20.6 million full-time workers, 11.4%
of all children (Freudenheim, 2004), as well as more than 17 million
women (Institute for Women’s Policy Research, personal communica-
tion, August 27, 2004). Within the group of the uninsured are 33% of all
Latinos and 19% of African and Asian Americans (Physicians” Working
Group, 2003).

A study by the Kaiser Family Foundation (cf. Krugman, 2005a)
found that uninsured people are 3 times more likely to postpone medical
care and leave prescriptions unfilled than those who are insured. Patients
without insurance are often charged more by doctors than those with
insurance. If there is no medical emergency, an uninsured person may
well be charged more for hospital care, even in nonprofit hospitals, than
what an insurance company pays for their insured clients (Abelson &
Glater, 2004; Kolata, 2001). It is not just the uninsured who face high
medical costs. One study found that among insured low-income families,
because of copayments and other out-of-pocket costs, 10% of chronically
ill patients did not get care, 30% delayed getting care, and 43% did not
fill prescriptions (cf. “Double Pinch,” 2004).
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Basic facts about the health insurance business are not well known.
For example, although the U.S. Medicare program and the Canadian
national health service spend less than 3.2% annually on overhead costs,
private health insurers and HMOs spend 12% of the premiums for
overhead (Physicians’ Working Group, 2003). Money is spent on utiliza-
tion review companies, lawyers, consultants, billing agents, and so on,
so that half the money taken in never gets to the health providers—the
doctors and hospitals (Angell, 2002). According to a study by a physi-
cians’ group (Woolhandler, Campbell, & Himmelstein, 2003), admin-
istration costs are 31% of health care expenses in the United States
compared with 16.7% in Canada.

Angell (2002) argued that “we treat health care as a commodity . . .
[and] the criterion for receiving it is ability to pay, not medical need”
(p. WK13). Although health care is considered a public good and a
human right in many parts of the world and was so recognized by the
United Nations more than 50 years ago in its Universal Declaration of
Human Rights, the United States regards it as a personal and purchasable
market commodity (Frisof, 2004). The continuing serious consequence
is that in the United States, SES is a strong and reliable predictor of
health outcomes (Gallo & Matthews, 2003) and all causes of death
regardless of ethnicity, gender, and age (Whitfield, Weidner, Clark, &
Anderson, 2002). As noted by Belle and Doucet (2003), “each increment
in income is associated with improved odds of experiencing a healthy
and long life” (p. 104). House (2002) explained the situation simply:
“Exposure to and experience of major health risk factors are structured
by socioeconomic position” (p. 135).

Analyses of data in Massachusetts (Hudson, 2005) for 1994 to 2000
supported the conclusion of a “strong and consistent negative correlation
between socioeconomic conditions and mental illness . . . regardless of
the particular indicator of SES or type of mental illness examined”
(p. 16). Research also has pointed to the role played by negative emotions,
because not surprisingly, SES has been found to be inversely related to
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symptoms of anxiety, depression, feelings of hopelessness, and greater
exposure to stress (Gallo & Matthews, 2003).

Correlations between income, education, and occupation and mental
and physical health outcomes continue to be reported. Matthews (2005)
has noted that chronic heart disease in adulthood can be predicted from
early childhood SES, and SES has been implicated in a host of chronic
diseases (H. Epstein, 2003). Data summaries have supported the conclu-
sion that “class is a potent force in health and longevity in the United
States,” with higher income people less likely “to have and die of heart
disease, strokes, diabetes and many types of cancer” (Scott, 2005, 96).
One study found that underemployed or unemployed people were 4.5
times more likely than others to get sick after being exposed to a cold
virus (cf. Clay, 2001). Another example is from a study of breast cancer,
which found income related to both the quality of medical care and the
likelihood of a fatal outcome (cf. “Death Rate,” 2002). An analysis of
national data to examine disparities between the health care of Blacks
and Whites found that socioeconomic conditions were a greater cause
of these disparities than race (cf. Payne, 2004). Data of a different kind
came from a natural experiment (Costello, Compton, Keeler, & Angold,
2003) that took place in a rural area in North Carolina. Researchers
found, among a sample of 1,420 children from the ages of 9 to 13
followed over 8 years, that those whose families moved out of poverty
after the building of an Indian casino showed a 40% decrease in conduct
and defiant disorders (e.g., bullying, temper tantrums, stealing, and
vandalism).

Although such findings should come as no surprise to psychologists,
little systematic attention is typically paid to the day-to-day erosion of
health among the poor and the day-to-day frustrations experienced in
attempting to access the health care provided in clinics serving the poor.
Perez-Pena (2005) spent 16 months inside such a clinic in the Bronx,
New York, and documented how good intentions were often undermined
by “inscrutable rules, daunting paperwork, [and] human frailties”

69



PSYCHOLOGY AND ECONOMIC INJUSTICE

(p. Al). In Bernice’s story in chapter 3, there are memories of crowded
waiting rooms and overworked, unsmiling medical personnel that she
experienced as a child as she and her mother waited for attention in
clinics in Brooklyn. Adair (2002) wrote poignantly from her own experi-
ence about how often children in poor families are hurt and ill and
how, without medical care, “small illnesses and accidents spiraled into
more dangerous illnesses and complications” (p. 456). Like others, she
wrote about the constant exhaustion experienced by low-income adults
trying to deal with an overwhelming array of barriers. The conditions
in which poor families must live are destructive to the spirit, to psyches,
and to bodies.

Child Care

An issue of primary importance to women, which should also be but
often is not a central focus for men, is child care. Tax credits provide
minimal assistance, but not to families who do not owe income taxes.
An analysis of relevant data showed that more than 25% of children
(and 50% of all Black children) are in families that do not fully qualify
for the federal child tax credit because the family income is too low;
half get partial credit, and half get nothing (cf. DeParle, 2005b). The
federal Child Care and Development Block Grant is helping just one in
seven children who are eligible (National Women’s Law Center, personal
communication, January 27, 2004), and in 2005 there were 37 states
that had set child-care reimbursement rates below the level that federal
guidelines recommended (National Women’s Law Center, personal com-
munication, September 20, 2005). This woeful state of affairs has been
well known, as illustrated by a letter to the Senate leadership in which
40 senators wrote that “the child care crisis in our states is deepening,
as waiting lists grow longer, eligibility levels are reduced, and fewer
parents are able to find or afford the child care that allows them to
get—and keep—a job” (C. H. Smith, personal communication, October
15, 2002).

70



PSYCHOLOGY, SOCIAL CLASS, AND HUMAN WELFARE

Bergmann (2002) proposed that child care for families at or below
the poverty line be completely subsidized by public funds, with other
families above the poverty line paying no more than 20% of their
income. Another plan that she outlined, proposed by a group of large
corporations, the Committee for Economic Development, calls for the
federal and state governments to share the cost of providing all children
with free classes starting at age 3 and to offer afternoon and summer
hours for children of employed parents. This plan is modeled after a
program in France.

The National Women’s Law Center (personal communication, May
4,2004) has reported strong support for publicly funded prekindergarten
programs. They cited a poll conducted in 2004, which found that most
women of all political identifications favor preschool programs (84%
of Democrats, 69% of Republicans, and 71% of Independents); another
poll found similar positive attitudes expressed by 66% of a sample of
registered voters of both genders. They also noted that 10 states (Califor-
nia, Florida, Georgia, Illinois, Massachusetts, Michigan, New Jersey, New
York, Ohio, and Texas), recognizing the benefits of providing early
childhood education, offer public prekindergarten for all children.

INEQUALITIES AND POWER

Power, in the words of Prilleltensky (2003), is identified with “the capac-
ity and opportunity to fulfill or obstruct personal, relational, or collective
needs” (p. 21). Those with less access to resources who find formidable
barriers in their paths as they move toward obtaining what is needed
for the welfare of themselves and their families have less power than
those with greater access. Lemieux and Pratto (2003) argued that “poverty
is a product of human social relationships . .. [of] how much or how
little people value others in relation to themselves” (p. 147). These rela-
tionships help determine the distribution of resources, the differential
access to which defines differences in power. It is this “deprivation of
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power” that the Nobel Prize—winning economist Amartya Sen proposed
as the definition of poverty (cited in Moreira, 2003, p. 71).

The relative lack of power is central in understanding the role that
poverty plays in everyday lives and how poverty is linked to the experience
of trauma and to sociopolitical violence (Moreira, 2003). Power is derived
from access to resources, to all that is required for a good and secure
life. Differences in power have immediate and long-lasting consequences
for individuals and communities. It has been proposed (Keltner,
Gruenfeld, & Anderson, 2003) that high power encourages approach
behaviors, attention to rewards, and positive emotions, whereas low
power does the opposite. Low power results in inhibited and constrained
behavior, with attention focused on threats. It is predictable, then, as
data indicate, that income predicts levels of voting and political participa-
tion and that the more affluent have more influence on societal decisions
and policies (e.g., R. B. Freeman, 2004; Miller, 1996; Verba et al., 2004).

Blackman (1996) argued that power is used to constrain those who
do not fit the middle-class norm and for the purpose of social exclusion.
Thus, terms like underclass are invented to describe the poor—who, as
Gans (1996) suggested, some “would like to see disappear with verbal
magic” (p. 90). The system that turns people into a labor surplus, Gans
noted, then labels them as “lazy and otherwise morally deficient and
undeserving” (p. 99). Such beliefs about the poor are well documented
(e.g., Bullock, Wyche, & Williams, 2001; Cozzarelli et al., 2001). In much
of the psychological literature, argued Walkerdine (1996), social class is
implicit in approaches to and as ways of regulating “normality and
pathology” (p. 357; see also Landrine, 1991). Those who are excluded
from one’s range of justice or consideration of fairness (typically persons
considered different from oneself), those who are stigmatized and nega-
tively stereotyped and belittled, and those with little power are vulnerable
to being treated badly and with disregard and unconcern about the
harm being done to them (Hafer & Olson, 2003; Opotow, 1990).

There has been a clear decline in social mobility in the United States.
Zinn (2003) reported findings from a Carnegie Endowment study that
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two young people with equal intelligence test scores but from different
social class backgrounds will have very different futures: “The child of
a lawyer . .. was four times as likely to go to college, 12 times as likely
to finish college, and 27 times as likely to end up in the top 10 percent
of American incomes” (p. 663).

Although mobility has lessened, there has been a rise in low-wage
jobs that lead nowhere. The people in dead-end jobs are usually invisible,
like laundry workers in New York City who wash, dry, and fold in back
rooms for far less than the minimum wage and who may work a 72-
hour week (Greenhouse, 2004). Shipler (2004a) described such workers
as “part of the hidden America”—those who “sew clothes, clean offices
and harvest fruit ... [who] serve Big Macs and stack merchandise . ..
package lights . .. [or] assemble books of wallpaper samples” (p. 22).
The majority of these low-income workers are women and mothers.

Beyond gender, there is a reliable relationship between social class
and ethnicity in this country. This is revealed by an analysis of the wealth
of households (assets that include a home, a car, and savings minus
debts). In 2002, a study found that the median net worth of White
households ($88,000) was 14 times that of Black households and 11
times that of Hispanic households (cf. “Study Says White Families’
Wealth Advantage Has Grown,” 2004). This study also found that nearly
33% of Black families, 26% of Hispanic families, and 11% of White
families were in debt or had zero assets. These figures indicate the
precarious economic position of large numbers of people within the
United States.

Halstead (2003) has listed the “bests” and “worsts” in this country
compared with other nations. In the worsts column are poverty, eco-
nomic inequality, life expectancy, infant mortality, and health care cover-
age. Not surprisingly, this matches the experiences of low-income people.
The American Psychological Association’s (APA’s) Urban Initiatives Of-
fice (1999) collected personal stories from a sample of poor single moth-
ers “fighting for survival and for a way out of poverty” (p. 1). Each was
asked what she thought needed to be done. Their recommendations
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included a guaranteed minimum income; ensuring that TANF benefits
cover rent, electricity, and other basics; affordable housing and transpor-
tation; enough to eat; quality child care; education; health insurance;
and removing the stigma from poverty.

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF SOCIAL CLASS
FOR PSYCHOLOGY

How can such concerns of low-income women and men receive serious
attention within psychology? Despite the repeated documentation that
poverty provides cumulative and multiple stresses and risks and “is
harmful to the physical, socioemotional, and cognitive well-being of
children, youths, and their families” (Evans, 2004, p. 88), psychologists
have not made the study of social class a high priority. Although APA’s
Public Interest Directorate “continues to support and promote efforts
to apply the science and profession of psychology to advance human
welfare” (APA, 2003, p. 518), it included nothing about the poor in a
list of initiatives, and it asked the Council of Representatives to eliminate
the office of Urban Initiatives (which was done). Similarly, the focus of
the National Multicultural Conference and Summit (see APA, 2005)
was on race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, and disability, but, as was the
case in previous summits, there was no mention of social class in the
flyer announcing the conference. In discussing the lack of serious and
consistent attention to diversity in psychology, Tomes (2005) noted that
psychology textbooks “have little to say about aging, disability, gender,
sexual orientation or race/ethnicity” (p. 37), leaving out, once again,
any mention of social class. There are positive signs of change, however.
In February 2005, APA’s Council of Representatives authorized a 2-year
task force on SES and its relation to health and human welfare; this task
force has been gathering information and preparing recommendations.

How can psychologists and feminists fail to be interested in the lives
of poor women and their families, who provide us with incredible
examples of resilience? As voiced by Adair (2002), poor people manage
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to survive while they “live on the unlivable and teach . . . [their] children
love, strength, and grace” (p. 467). There is much to be learned from
how poor people manifest agency in the face of “forbidding forces”
(Prilleltensky, 2003, p. 41) and how they continue to work within individ-
ual families or community groups to disrupt systematic efforts by the
more powerful to maintain the status quo of inequity in access to
resources.

Psychologists need to study and write about the strengths, the creativ-
ity, and the knowledge and skills of poor people and about their hopes,
dreams, and attitudes, and we need to document how they negotiate
meaningful lives. The objective is not to romanticize the poor but to
bring the complexity of such lives into respectful and clear focus. We
must ask what the probable consequences are of the pessimism, alien-
ation, and sense of betrayal and disrespect that are experienced by many.
We must go to the experts, the poor, just as feminist psychologists have
gone to women, to find out what is required for a good life. It is not
surprising that low-income people, who are experts on their own lives,
identify good jobs, health care, quality education, and neighborhoods
with parks that are safe and clean as aspects of a good life.

Much evidence supports the assertions of those like Zafirovski (2003)
that “big money is the prime force of politics” (p. 75) in the United
States and determines who has influence. Krugman (2002), too, argued
that “money buys political influence; used cleverly, it also buys intellec-
tual influence” (p. 141) and that “big rewards are reserved for people
with the right connections” (p. 142). If that is indeed the case, how can
the connections be increased between low-income people and those in
positions of power? How can the concerns of low-income people receive
serious attention from policymakers who are affluent and who have
been elected or appointed on the basis of financial and political support
from others like themselves? What tools can psychologists use to advance
an activist agenda for economic justice? How can we increase the sense
of outrage among the economically comfortable about what Putnam
(2001) has called “the most urgent moral problem in contemporary
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America” (p. xv)—that is, the persistence of poverty and inequality?
These questions need to be addressed if we wish to be effective in
promoting human welfare for all.

Among all within the community of psychologists, we feminists who
have researched, written, and theorized about gender oppression can
and must extend our work to include the oppression of other groups.
We have begun to do so in our serious inclusion of ethnicity, disability,
and sexual orientation as categories vital to the understanding of life
experience and behavior. We can enrich our work and potential effective-
ness even further by raising social class to the theoretical and empirical
position it merits. In the next chapter, we examine the attitudes and
beliefs that constitute the ideological roots of economic injustice and
that influence public policy.
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The Psychology and Politics
of Class Warfare

T he previous chapter documents the challenges that poor women
and their families face in the United States: limited access to quality
health and child care; substandard housing and homelessness; under-
funded schools and fewer educational possibilities; dangerous, low-wage
work; inadequate unemployment and welfare programs; and ultimately,
compromised life chances. Public outcry against such injustices seldom
parallels the magnitude of the problems they create. Policies that widen
the economic gap, whether tax initiatives that benefit the wealthy at the
expense of the poor or policies that restrict access to welfare benefits
for low-income families, enjoy relatively strong support from most
Americans.

This chapter examines the ideological roots of economic injustice
by looking at the attitudes and beliefs that underlie the social and political
exclusion of poor and working-class women and their families from the
resources needed to promote well-being. Attention is paid to how the
term class warfare is used in political discourse and how it is related to
institutional power; the biases that pervade public attitudes; and ulti-
mately, social policy. Social psychological research on stereotyping,
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intergroup relations, and media framing is used to inform our analysis,
as are feminist and sociological analyses of the maintenance of power.
It is our hope that exposing the tools of “class warfare” will be a catalyst
for dismantling their effectiveness.

CLASS WARFARE AND THE POLITICS
OF DIVIDEND TAXATION

With top corporate executives earning more than 1,000 times the pay
of average workers (Krugman, 2002), it is perhaps not surprising that
accusations of class warfare punctuate political rhetoric in the United
States. Charges of class warfare are used frequently to silence opposition
to policies that disproportionately benefit the wealthy rather than to
challenge rising inequality (for analyses of inequality, see Keister &
Moller, 2000; T. M. Shapiro & Wolff, 2001). As Krugman (2005b)
observed, “to suggest that sustaining programs like Social Security, which
protects working Americans from economic risk, should have priority
over tax cuts for the rich is to practice ‘class warfare’” (p. A21).

Class warfare rhetoric dominated the highly partisan debates that
occurred in early 2003 following the Bush administration’s proposed
elimination of the tax on dividends (the income that corporations pay
to their stockholders). Estate and capital gains taxes and the taxation
of personal income from dividends are among the most progressive
aspects of the U.S. tax system, but campaigns against taxing these forms
of income at higher rates than other types of income (e.g., wages)
jeopardize their redistributive potential (Friedman, 2005).

The Bush administration’s plan to eliminate the dividend tax was
not adopted, but the tax rate on dividend income was reduced from
38.6% to 15.0% through 2008 (Citizens for Tax Justice, 2004). At a cost
of $148 billion, the consequences of dividend and capital gains tax cuts
are far reaching (Friedman, 2005). With decreased government revenue
to support social programs and other federal spending, the wealthiest
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1% of the U.S. population benefits the most from these tax cuts (John-
ston, 2005a). The Center on Budget and Policy Priorities (CBPP; A. Lee
& Friedman, 2003) estimated that in 2003, households making over
$1 million a year would be eligible for an average tax cut of $93,500,
whereas middle-income households would receive an average tax cut of
only $217. Approximately 36% of households were projected to receive
no tax cut, and 53% were estimated to receive $100 or less. Collectively,
the Bush administration’s tax cuts have eroded the progressive nature
of taxes to such an extent that “the 400 taxpayers with the highest
incomes—a minimum of $87 million in 2000 ... now pay income,
Medicare and Social Security taxes amounting to virtually the same
percentage of their incomes as people earning $50,000 to $75,000” (John-
ston, 2005a, 913). It is also striking that “those earning more than $10
million a year now pay a lesser share of their income in these taxes than
those making $100,000 to $200,000” (Johnston, 2005a, 914).

The skewed impact of reducing dividend taxes is inevitable given that
only 49.5% of U.S. households own stock (primarily through employer-
sponsored retirement plans and mutual funds), and half of these have
equity holdings worth $50,000 or less (Huntley, 2002). Yet, the elimina-
tion of the dividend tax was promoted by the Bush administration with
claims that it benefited middle-income families. Analyses suggesting
otherwise were branded as class warfare. In a speech President Bush
gave while visiting a small flag company in Virginia, he argued that his
policies are fair to all income groups:

You hear a lot of talk in Washington, of course, that this benefits
so-and-so or this benefits this, the kind of class warfare of politics.
Let me just give you the facts, that under this plan a family of four
with an income of $40,000 will receive a 96% reduction in federal
income taxes. (quoted in Stevenson & Stolberg, 2003, 93)

But the $1,333 tax reduction that President Bush claimed a hypotheti-
cal family of four would have gained under the administration’s plan
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pales in comparison with the potential windfall for the wealthy if the
dividend tax were fully eliminated. For example, the three largest share-
holders among officers and directors at Fortune 100 companies would
have each enjoyed an average tax cut of $400,000 from the elimination
of the dividend tax (U.S. House of Representatives Committee on Gov-
ernment Reform, 2003).

Democratic Party leadership sought to raise awareness of the dispa-
rate impact of the elimination of the dividend tax and argued that
large corporations and the wealthy would benefit most (U.S. House of
Representatives Committee on Government Reform, 2003). The Bush
administration responded by accusing Democrats of engaging in class
warfare. In turn, Democrats attempted to show the hypocrisy of such
a claim. Representative Charles B. Rangel of New York, the senior
Democrat on the House Ways and Means Committee, said in an inter-
view, “It is class warfare, and they’ve declared it. . . . Here the president
kicks the hell out of the poor and tells us we’re guilty of class warfare”
(quoted in Stevenson & Stolberg, 2003, 917). In a memo circulated to
House Democrats, Rangel observed that class warfare is a phrase that
“seems vaguely un-American” and, according to reporters, “compared
its use in the tax debate to the way people in the civil rights movement had
once been called communist sympathizers.” Rangel called on Democrats
“not to be intimidated” (Stevenson & Stolberg, 2003, 918).

Rangel was concerned that being accused of class warfare would
lead his fellow Democrats to support the elimination of the dividend
tax. This concern highlights a fundamental paradox: Those who question
the legitimacy of policies that disproportionately benefit the wealthy are
labeled as engaging in class warfare, whereas those who support the
policies most strongly are not so labeled. Many of our punitive institu-
tions, for example, the penal (Haney & Zimbardo, 1998) or welfare
(Delgado, 2002; Piven & Cloward, 1993) systems, institutions that dispro-
portionately affect the lives and life chances of low-income people, are
not overwhelmingly recognized as instruments of class warfare, despite
the harm they cause. Using the politics of class warfare rhetoric, powerful
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groups attempt to justify oppressive policies and then label their critics
as class warriors. If psychologists are to effectively advocate for social
change, it is essential that we understand the social psychological pro-
cesses involved in transforming honest talk about disparity into a political
liability that undermines the credibility of equity advocates.

LANGUAGE IN THE SERVICE
OF SOCIAL HIERARCHIES

Reduced dividend taxation (in conjunction with other tax breaks for
top earners) is only one example of how current economic policies are
widening the class divide. Current environmental policies make it easier
for corporations to pollute and destroy air and water quality in low-
income communities (National Resources Defense Council, 2003), af-
fordable housing programs remain under assault (L. Freeman, 2002;
Roach 2002), and welfare “reform” policies punish the poor (Delgado,
2002; Mink, 2001). Attempts by conservatives to dismantle the safety
net are not political anomalies. Rather, they are grounded in a long legacy
of institutional classism in the United States, including our adoption of
the English Poor Laws and the 1970s mobilization of corporations to
weaken unions and workplace protections (Katz, 2001; “Labor Pains,”
2005; Piven & Cloward, 1993). A vast interlocking system of punitive
laws, policies, and social structures is the true weapon of class warfare.
Yet, policies that benefit the rich but hurt the poor are rarely framed
as such in mainstream media outlets. As Marx and Engels (1932/
1938) noted,

The ideas of the ruling class are in every epoch the ruling ideas:
i.e., the class, which is the ruling material force of society, is at the
same time its ruling intellectual force ... [and] is compelled, ...
merely in order to carry through its aim, to represent its interest
as the common interest of all the members of society . .. it will
give its ideas the form of universality, and represent them as the
only rational, universally valid ones. (pp. 39-41)
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The proposed elimination of the dividend tax is packaged as an economic
stimulus for families of all incomes, despite extensive evidence to the
contrary. The construction of elite interests as universally shared ones
is also fostered by extensive news coverage of stock market and business
news as central concerns.

Over the past 20 years, the ability of elites to control public dis-
course and shape public opinion has been enhanced by the concen-
tration of media ownership by major corporations (Bagdikian, 2004;
Compaine & Gomery, 2000; Croteau & Hoynes, 2001; Hatch, 2003). In
1983, 50 corporations controlled the majority of the media; today there
are just five giant media conglomerates (Bagdikian, 2004). Corporations
dominate even the newspaper industry, historically among the least
concentrated forms of media (Bagdikian, 1997). At the end of World
War II, 80% of daily U.S. newspapers were independently owned, but
by 1989, corporations controlled 80% of newspapers. Commenting on
the threat that highly concentrated ownership poses to an open, accessible
media operating in the public interest, Bagdikian (1997) argued that

the reporting of news has always been a commercial enterprise and
this has always created conflicts of interest. But the behavior of the
new corporate controllers of public information has produced a
higher level of manipulation of news to pursue the owners’ other
financial and political goals. In the process, there has been a parallel
shrinkage of any sense of obligation to serve the noncommercial
information needs of public citizenship. (pp. xi—xii)

Feminist scholars (Bohan, 1993; Stapleton, 2001) have written exten-
sively about the power of language to create and maintain, not simply
reflect, social hierarchies. Discourse analysis has proved to be a powerful
tool for revealing the biases that pervade the dominant framing of
contested social issues. Feminist analyses of mainstream representations
of motherhood and abortion (Feagan, 1996; Gregg, 1994; Hopkins,
Reicher, & Saleem, 1996; Potgieter, 2003) have yielded insight into
gender, power, and the values and behaviors that come to be labeled
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“normative” versus those labeled “problematic.” Similar insights regard-
ing class and power can be gained by examining the partisan exchanges
surrounding proposals to eliminate the dividend tax.

THE UNIVERSAL MIDDLE CLASS AND
THE MYTH OF MERITOCRACY

Conservatives seem to understand and use to their advantage the hesi-
tancy of many people in the United States to talk openly about class or
to critique economic privilege. This reluctance is evident in former
President George H. W. Bush’s comment that class is “for European
democracies or something else—it isn’t for the United States of America.
We are not going to be divided by class” (quoted in Mantsios, 1992,
p. 96). Such remarks illustrate two seemingly inconsistent but comple-
mentary beliefs about social class that dominate our political landscape:
(a) The United States is a classless society, and (b) almost everyone in
the United States is middle class (Mantsios, 2004; Miller, 1995). Both
beliefs obscure the power of those at the top of the financial hierarchy
and the struggle of those who are economically insecure.

The social construction of a so-called universal middle class reflects
what Miller (1995) referred to as a confusion of “aspiration with condi-
tion” (p. 100). Psychologists have conceptualized this phenomenon as
a discrepancy between objective indicators of class status (e.g., income,
education, occupation, neighborhood) and a subjective sense of class
belonging. In the United States, this disconnect is evident in a tendency
toward “upward” self-identification, most notably to identify as “middle
class” even when educational or occupational background is inconsistent
with objective indicators of middle-class status (Kelley & Evans, 1995).
A study (Goodman et al., 2000) comparing patterns of class identification
among working- and upper middle class adolescents found that 83%
of working-class youth self-identified as middle or upper middle class
despite their working-class family backgrounds. Upper middle class re-
spondents were significantly more likely than their working-class peers
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to identify correctly with their objective class positions, with 74% identi-
fying with middle-class groups. No one in the middle-class group mis-
classified themselves as working class.

These findings illustrate the personal and political consequences of
“internalized classism” (Russell, 1996). Distancing oneself from or deny-
ing associations with socially devalued groups (e.g., poor or working
classes) has important implications not only for identity and self-concept
but also for coalition building and political mobilization. It is this mis-
identification with so-called working-class concerns (e.g., welfare, unem-
ployment insurance, food stamps, workplace safety) and affiliation with
a universal middle class that policymakers appeal to when seeking
support for initiatives that disproportionately benefit higher income
groups.

Policymakers foster the perception of a normative middle class by
blurring meaningful distinctions between the wealthy and other eco-
nomic groups. Arguing on behalf of a “middle-class tax cut,” then
Speaker of the U.S. House of Representatives Newt Gingrich, for example,
proposed including families with incomes up to $200,000 a year (Miller,
1995). His supporters accused critics of class warfare when they were
unwilling to recognize earners at the upper end of this range as middle
class. Similarly, the Bush administration tried to downplay significant
differences in the economic impact of its stimulus package for families
with annual earnings of $40,000 versus $400,000 by presenting all stock-
holders as the beneficiaries of their plan.

Media Myths and Distortions

Policymakers are not alone in framing the interests of the wealthy as
mainstream concerns. Popular television programs and advertisements
portray social class as a lifestyle choice whereby individuals buy status
through the acquisition of material goods (Southerton, 2002; Steinhauer,
2005). Magazines and entertainment programs disclose where wealthy
celebrities like to shop, what cosmetics they prefer, where they take their
vacations, and what types of cars they drive (Seelye, 2005). The not-so-
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subtle message is that anyone can partake of the “good life” by making
the “right” purchases.

Wealth is about power and access to resources, but media depictions
of wealth do not present this reality. Recent reality programs featuring
young people born into great wealth tend to neutralize the political
implications of inequality. In the series The Simple Life, Paris Hilton of
the Hilton hotel empire and Nicole Richie, daughter of performer Lionel
Richie, gave up their lavish lifestyles and credit cards to live with working-
class families and labor at blue-collar jobs. Each episode followed a
predictable fish-out-of-water format, which involved the young women’s
designer clothing and “trashy” talk clashing with the homey lifestyles
of their host family. In the second season of the program, the two women
traveled across the country in a pink Airstream trailer, failing at their
work assignments as maids, doughnut makers, and gas station attendants
(e.g., sleeping in and arriving late, shirking their responsibilities, talking
back to their bosses) and showing a fundamental lack of familiarity with
basic aspects of daily living (e.g., driving, shopping at Wal-Mart, staying
within a budget). Their disdain for physical labor and unfamiliarity with
the dynamics of the workplace (e.g., Paris did not know how to use a
punch-in time clock) were played for laughs. As observed by Sicha (2004),

The jokes are always about how unfit they are for survival. Mean-
while, the less hilarious fact that they are pretending to be needy,
while the trailer-park strangers on whose kindness they rely might
actually be struggling to make ends meet, somehow gets swept
under the Airstream. (92)

Watching these “poor little rich girls” struggle to master the basics
of the “simple life” without any real-world repercussions for their incom-
petence (e.g., getting fired) trivializes the vast and significant differences
in privilege and opportunity between social classes. In such media por-
trayals, inequality becomes little more than a clash of lifestyles. Any
animosity viewers might feel toward those who never need to work for
a living is neutralized by the reassuring message that “common folk”
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hold the moral upper hand. Even though the host families failed to
“reform” their wealthy guests, the discipline and work ethic of the host
families were presented as superior to the questionable values of the
rich. Perhaps even more important, wealth was depicted as a personal
characteristic rather than as a form of institutional power. As a host
family member explained, “I've known of Paris’s [great] granddaddy
Conrad and Nicole’s daddy . . . but they’re just people, it doesn’t matter
how much money they have. You can live life whether you're rich or
you’re poor and just enjoy yourself” (quoted in Sicha, 2004, 913). The
take-home message of all this is that the wealthy are just like the rest
of us. Sicha (2004) noted that “Paris and Nicole emerge as an improbable
vehicle for rehabilitation of the idle rich, in a non-threatening venue
that’s half vaudeville revue and half surrealist family-values intervention
... the two semi-delinquents allow the rest of us to feel noble and
poor” (914).

Meritocracy: A Truly Bipartisan Myth

The sting of class inequities is further blunted by the myth of meritocracy,
or the belief that socioeconomic status is determined primarily by indi-
vidual talent and ability and not by unearned advantage (e.g., inheritance,
access to privileged social networks), discriminatory practices (e.g., bias
in hiring), and group membership (e.g., class, gender, ethnicity; Bullock,
2004). Despite pervasive structural differences in access to resources
(see chap. 4), “rags-to-riches” stories capture the public’s attention and
dominate political rhetoric. Where Republican discourse generally at-
tempts to minimize the significance of class structure, Democratic rheto-
ric tends to focus on meritocracy. This perspective is apparent in former
President Bill Clinton’s speech to the Democratic Leadership Council
(Remarks to the Democratic Leadership Council, 1993) in which he as-
serted that

the American dream that we were all raised on is a simple but
powerful one: If you work hard and play by the rules, you should
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be given a chance to go as far as your God-given ability will take
you. Throughout our history our party has been the fulcrum that
allowed working people to lift themselves up into the middle class.
And we know that if we’re to be true to our historic mission we
must be the party of the values and the interests of the middle class
and, more importantly, the values and the interests of those who
want to become part of the growing middle class and the American
dream. (97)

Constructing class as an achieved rather than an ascribed status
(Weber, 1998), such remarks portray the United States as an open
economic system in which hard work prevails and the strongest, most
capable candidate rises to the top. The belief that one can rise from
humble beginnings to affluence is at the core of the American dream
(Hochschild, 1995). A New York Times poll illustrated how cherished
such beliefs are (Scott & Leonhardt, 2005). Of the respondents, 40%
believed that opportunities for upward mobility had increased over the
past 30 years, whereas 35% perceived no change. Only 23% of respon-
dents believed that the chance of upward movement from one class to
another had declined. It is the strong belief in the permeability of class
boundaries, in conjunction with assumptions about equal access to
valued resources such as quality education, that legitimates and helps
to maintain the tremendous social and economic disparities that pervade
our society.

Media profiles of “self-made” millionaires and self-help books that
provide tips on how to “get rich quick!” make upward mobility seem
attainable. As observed in a Money magazine Web article titled “Making
It to the Top. It’s Never Easy, but Getting Rich Is Still Being Done Every
Day. All It Takes Is Leverage” (Futrelle, Birger, & Regnier, 2005), “The
idea that anyone can make it here is so key to our national self-image
it ought to be printed on the dollar bill” (91). The tacitly understood
message is that those who don’t “make it” are not hardworking or do not
want to improve their financial position. President Clinton’s reference to
those who “want” to become part of the middle class reinforces the
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conviction that drive and personal willpower are central determinants
of class position.

Socioeconomic data document the conclusion that moving up the
economic ladder is more difficult than American dream rhetoric might
lead one to believe (cf. Scott & Leonhardt, 2005). Studies examining
class mobility have shown that many people remain in the same income
quintile; a small percentage advance more than one quintile beyond
where they started (“Meritocracy in America: Ever Higher Society, Ever
Harder to Ascend,” 2004). When gender, race, and educational attain-
ment are taken into account, the likelihood of upward mobility for some
groups becomes slim. Rank and Hirschl (2001) estimated that 30.7%
of White men with 12 or more years of education will experience 1 year
of poverty compared with a staggering 77.5% of Black women with
similar educational backgrounds. Analysis of the likelihood of being
affluent, defined by Rank and Hirschl as having an income 10 times the
poverty threshold, revealed similar group differences. They found that
two thirds of White men with 12 or more years of education will likely
experience 1 year of affluence compared with 17.4% of their Black female
counterparts and 4.6% of Black women with less than 12 years of
education. Group inequities such as these challenge Geraldine Ferraro’s
assertion that “America is the land where dreams can come true for all
of us” (Geraldine Ferraro: 1984 Vice Presidential Nomination Acceptance
Address, 1984, 91).

Statistics on the distribution of income and wealth expose the gap
between economic reality and the reassuring claim that “the promise
of our country is that the rules are fair. If you work hard and play by
the rules, you can earn your share of America’s blessings” (Geraldine
Ferraro: 1984 Vice Presidential Nomination Acceptance Address, 1984, 93).
Income is now more concentrated among the very richest Americans
than in all but 6 years since the mid-1930s (I. Shapiro, 2005). According
to the CPBB (I. Shapiro, 2005), between 1979 and 2002 the average
after tax income of the top 1% of the population grew by 111% (from
$298,900 to $631,700), and the after tax income of the middle fifth of
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the population rose by only 15% (to $43,700). Over the same period,
the poorest fifth of the population saw gains of only 5%, or $600. A
New York Times analysis (Johnston, 2005a) showed just how rapidly the
income gap is widening. Between 1950 and 1970, for every additional
dollar made by the bottom 90% of earners, the top 1% of earners
received an additional $162. The amount received by taxpayers at the
top rose by a staggering additional $18,000 between 1990 and 2002. The
top 10% of families also own approximately 90% of stocks and mutual
funds, trusts, financial securities, and business equity and approximately
80% of nonresidential real estate (Wolff, 2004).

The effects of bifurcated income and wealth extend beyond the
economic sphere to the political arena, where elites are able to control
the political process and wield considerable influence over social policy.
Great personal wealth and support from wealthy donors are increasingly
necessary to win and remain in political office (Phillips, 2002). With
26.2% of the entire U.S. Congress believed to be millionaires, compared
with just 1% of the U.S. voting population (Lioz & Cassady, 2003), there
is little doubt that our elected officials do not share the same class
background as the majority of their constituents. Commenting on the
political implications of these trends for economic elites and the general
public, Phillips (2002) noted the following:

As wealth concentration grows . . . so has upper-bracket control of
politics and its ability to shape its own preferment. The public has
reason to be aroused, because the cost to ordinary Americans has
been substantial—in reduced median income, in stagnant wages,
in a diminished sense of community and commonweal, in fewer
private and government services, and sometimes in poorer physical
health and mental health. (p. xiv)

The wealthy are the chief beneficiaries of current government policy.
Social psychological research provides considerable insight into how
discourse about the American dream and belief in widespread economic
opportunity contribute to the maintenance of political and economic
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advantage. Research on collective action consistently has found that
members of low-status groups are less likely to engage in collective action
when group boundaries are perceived as permeable, even if mobility is
permitted for only a small token percentage (Wright, 2001; Wright,
Taylor, & Moghaddam, 1990). Conversely, when boundaries are regarded
as impassable, group members are more likely to act collectively than
individually to improve their status. In this way, “American dream”
rhetoric, with an emphasis on individual achievement and reward, dis-
courages development of the strong interclass alliances needed to chal-
lenge the distribution of resources.

CHALLENGING CLASS WARFARE RHETORIC

The dominant rhetoric in our society that either denies class differences
or exaggerates the potential for upward mobility contributes respectively
to the relative silence about policies that benefit the wealthy and the
multitude of voices that blame “welfare dependency” for a variety of our
country’s woes. This rhetoric renders the larger issues of discrimination,
economic disparity, and the polarization of wealth invisible. Revealing
these constructions is essential if the real mechanisms of class warfare—
the policies and structures that maintain class privilege—are to be chal-
lenged. We offer several suggestions for increasing the probability of
viewing the politics of class warfare through a critical lens.

First, wealth must be contextualized against the backdrop of poverty,
or we risk allowing the growing concentration of wealth to remain
unchecked. Neglecting the broader dynamics of inequality legitimates
class warfare discourse by making the social conditions that create great
wealth and crushing poverty invisible. Reporting income and poverty
statistics together is one strategy for increasing awareness of how un-
equally resources are distributed and how some groups prosper at the
expense of others. In 2004, the U.S. Census Bureau began reporting its
annual figures on poverty, income, and health insurance together, mak-
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ing it easier to see the interrelationships among these variables. Descrip-
tive statistics must be presented in ways that generate critical analysis.
The use of annual income statistics to highlight gender inequity illustrates
this point. The popular press reporting of women’s earning power relative
to men’s (e.g., in 2004 women earned 77 cents for every dollar men
earned) should be extended to other demographic categories (e.g., occu-
pation; U.S. Census Bureau, 2005). Highlighting the disparity among
the paychecks of executives, middle-class bureaucrats, public school
teachers, nurses, assembly-line workers, and child-care providers can
raise questions about the value ascribed to different types of labor and
the fairness of these constructions.

Such a shift in our collective thinking also requires challenging the
assumption that economic status is deserved. In the United States, there
is a tendency, particularly among the White middle class, to attribute
wealth to positive personal characteristics like hard work and ability
and to attribute poverty to negative qualities like laziness and lack of
intelligence (Cozzarelli et al., 2001; Feagin, 1975; Furnham, 2003; Kluegel
& Smith, 1986). Structural causes of wealth such as inherited assets
and privilege, family connections, and political influence tend to be
minimized, as are structural causes of poverty like discrimination, low-
quality schools, and low wages (Kluegel & Smith, 1986; K. B. Smith,
1985; K. B. Smith & Stone, 1989).

Attributional beliefs influence how economic “failure” and “success”
are constructed as reflections of personal effort, not as reflections of
social policy and politics that create and sustain wealth and poverty. The
tendency to stereotype low-income groups as unmotivated, dependent
“takers” is evident in a remark by Tom DelLay, the former majority
leader of the U.S. House of Representatives. Democrats, he said, want
“unlimited unemployment compensation so somebody could stay out
of work for the rest of their lives and get unemployment compensation”
(quoted in Hulse, 2003, p. A23). In another example, former President
George H. W, Bush’s statement, “If you don’t feel something strongly
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you’re not going to achieve” (quoted in Academy of Achievement, 1995,
99), situated “success” within the individual. This perspective is rein-
forced by annual listings of the richest people in the world and in books
such as Rich Dad, Poor Dad: What the Rich Teach Their Kids About
Money That the Poor and Middle Class Do Not! (Kiyosaki & Lechter,
1998). In the political struggle to control how resources are distributed,
conservatives use the language of class warfare to activate particular
attributions for wealth and poverty. This is a strategy to garner support
for policies that benefit the rich and breed resentment for programs
that direct resources to low-income groups.

“Welfare mothers” have been a favorite target of public hostility
(Fiske, Xu, Cuddy, & Glick, 1999; Henry, Reyna, & Weiner, 2004; Rose,
2000) and have been presented as sexually promiscuous, living extrava-
gantly off the welfare system, shunning marriage, and having children
to increase the size of their monthly checks (Neubeck & Cazenave, 2001;
Orloff, 2002; Quadagno, 1994; Vartanian & McNamara, 2004). This
stereotype stands in sharp contrast to the reality of low-income women’s
lives (e.g., Banerjee, 2002; Holloway, Fuller, Rambaud, & Eggers-Pierola,
1997; Seccombe, 1999). Yet it is the sexist and racist mythology of the
“welfare queen” that has dominated the cultural representation of welfare
receipt. Former President Ronald Reagan capitalized on these stereotypes
in an anecdote he repeatedly told about an African American woman
who was arrested for welfare fraud:

She has 80 names, 30 addresses, 12 Social Security cards and is
collecting veteran’s benefits on four non-existing deceased hus-
bands. And she is collecting Social Security on her cards. She’s got
Medicaid, getting food stamps, and she is collecting welfare under
each of her names. (quoted in Gilliam, 1999, p. 50)

Images of fraud, single motherhood, and out-of-control sexuality among
African American women have remained firmly entrenched in the pub-
lic’s mind, serving as effective political weapons in the push to undermine

welfare support.
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By depicting poverty and welfare receipt as “Black” problems, the
media helped legitimate the welfare queen stereotype (Avery & Peffley,
2003; Gilens, 1999; Quadagno, 1994) and fuel antiwelfare sentiment.
This ultimately contributed to Clinton’s successful 1992 bid for the
presidency on his promise to “end welfare as we know it” and to the
passage of the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconcili-
ation Act of 1996. Over the past few decades, news stories about poverty
have come to be dominated by images of urban African Americans.
Gilens (1999) examined three major news magazines and found that
African Americans were pictured in 62% of stories about poverty, even
though they made up only 29% of the poor at the time. Even when
White recipients are profiled in news stories about welfare, they are less
salient than Black welfare recipients. Gilliam (1999) had a group of White
participants watch an 11-minute videotaped newscast that included a
story about the impact of welfare reform on a hypothetical recipient
named Rhonda. Across all conditions, the story remained constant;
only Rhonda’s ethnicity varied (White or Black). Nearly 80% of the
respondents accurately recalled Rhonda’s race when she was portrayed
as Black, but less than 50% when she was portrayed as White. With
racist beliefs among the strongest predictors of antiwelfare attitudes
(Gilens, 1999), understanding how racism can be activated through
visual imagery and political rhetoric is crucial.

Overvaluing of the wealthy and scapegoating of the poor have had
profound consequences for social policy (Feagin, 1975; Kluegel & Smith,
1986). A study examining support for various welfare policies (Bullock,
Williams, & Limbert, 2003) found that attributing poverty to individual
deficiencies and wealth to individual strengths (e.g., skill, perseverance)
predicted support for punitive welfare regulations (e.g., time limits,
work requirements). Conversely, support for progressive policies (e.g.,
increased support for postsecondary education, extended child care, and
medical benefits) was predicted by attributing poverty to structural
causes, perceiving income inequality as unfair, and believing that wealth
is undeserved and unearned. Similar findings have been reported
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regarding attitudes toward the elimination of the dividend tax, with
warm feelings toward the wealthy and causal attributions of personal
initiative emerging as the strongest predictors of support for eliminating
the tax (Bullock & Fernald, 2005).

Such data make it clear that garnering support for a progressive tax
system as well as affordable housing, real living wages, and access to
quality child and medical care requires shifting attention toward the
structural sources of poverty and wealth. This requires studying and
challenging the dominant frames used to present these issues in political
discourse and the media (Harper, 2003; Heider, 2004). We must carefully
examine the following issues:

= how political beliefs interact with and are shaped by political rhetoric
and the media (Iyengar, 1991; Nelson, Oxley, & Clawson, 1997; M. L.
Roberts, Hite, & Bradley, 1994),

® what the public does and does not know about poverty and welfare
reform (Catholic Campaign for Human Development, 2004; W. M.
Epstein, 2004),

® what the public does and does not know about wealth and inequality
(Hunt, 2004; Kluegel & Smith, 1986; McCall, 2003), and

® whose stories are told and whose stories are neglected and how these
narratives challenge or maintain conservative conceptions of class
warfare.

When an economic downturn followed problems within the dot-
com industry, the mainstream media began to give increased attention
to unemployment, but poverty and the poor continue to be largely
invisible. Given the dearth of information about poverty in the popular
press (Entman, 1995), it is unsurprising that poverty tends to be underes-
timated. Findings from a telephone survey of 1,008 respondents to a
study commissioned by the Catholic Campaign for Human Development
(2004) vividly illustrate this point. Although approximately 35 million
people in the United States were poor at the time the study was con-
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ducted, the survey respondents grossly underestimated their numbers—
the median estimate was only 1 million people.

In the wake of so-called welfare reform, the media have focused far
more attention on the reduction of welfare caseloads than on the ongoing
problem of poverty. Qualitative studies of “postreform” newspaper sto-
ries have revealed simplistic analyses that provide little discussion of
poverty or the structural factors that perpetuate inequality in wealth
and income (Bullock, Wyche, & Williams, 2001; Lens, 2002a, 2002b).
Emphasis has been placed on the number of recipients no longer on
the welfare rolls rather than on the low wages and continued poverty
of former recipients (Bullock et al., 2001; Schram & Soss, 2001). Among
the documented consequences of loss of welfare benefits uncovered by
a longitudinal study of families in Illinois was a significant association
between nonreceipt of welfare and an increase in the probability of
criminal behavior (Lewis & Monte, 2004).

Not surprisingly, the vast majority of media articles have framed
welfare as the problem rather than poverty, sexism, racism, or the distri-
bution of resources (Bullock et al., 2001; Lens, 2002a, 2002b). Such
findings document the belief that economic self-sufficiency is of para-
mount importance, that hard work pays off, and that the restrictive
policies now in place are warranted. This perspective was evident in
President George W. Bush’s claim that welfare reform “put an end to
the culture of dependency that welfare had created” (President’s Welfare
Reform Package Strengthens Families, 2003, 910).

The Bush administration continued to advocate for initiatives that
further deepen the economic divide and jeopardize the already shaky
financial well-being of poor and working-class families by extending the
reduction of dividend taxes and pushing for the partial privatization of
Social Security and stricter Temporary Assistance for Needy Families
(TANF) policies. The political rhetoric and media framing of these
initiatives undoubtedly influence public support for them. The presi-
dent’s plan for Social Security was to cut benefits to anyone born after
1950 with earnings of approximately $20,000 or higher (CBPP, 2005).
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With respect to TANF reauthorization, his administration supported
even tougher work requirements (40 hours per week rather than 30 to
35 hours), an increase in the percentage of recipients within a state who
must be engaged in “work” activities (from 50% to 70%), and a stricter
definition of “work” (e.g., disallowing some types of educational pro-
grams). These proposals tell us a great deal about the political climate.
When simply questioning the differential impact of tax policies can be
labeled “un-American,” studying the beliefs that legitimate these policies
takes on new urgency. Understanding the attitudes that lead the poor
to be scrutinized while the rich are given the benefit of the doubt may
prove to be one of our best tools in crafting effective campaigns against
disparity-enhancing policies and mobilizing broad public support for
them.

CONCLUDING THOUGHTS

The creation of a just economic system, one that is rooted in a genuine
commitment to universal economic security, cannot be achieved without
acknowledging the pervasiveness of class privilege. This privilege can be
seen in discrimination in the tax code, the workplace, and the welfare
system and in institutionalized power differences. Insistence that the
United States is a classless society and a meritocracy ensures that we
avoid engaging in a real national dialogue about class inequities, even
as the distance between the rich and poor threatens to grow even wider.

The welfare reauthorization plan proposed by the current federal
administration will bring harsher work requirements even as recently
adopted tax policies are redistributing wealth upward. Proponents of
these plans attempt to silence debate by branding those who oppose
them as stirring up class warfare. Social psychological research and
feminist analyses of power help us understand why this may be a success-
ful tactic and how the politics of class rhetoric divert attention from the
beneficiaries of disparity-enhancing policies (Limbert & Bullock, 2005).
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In his second inaugural address in 1937, Franklin Delano Roosevelt
(Franklin D. Roosevelt: Second Inaugural Address, n.d.) challenged the
people of the United States to address the same inequities we face today
when he said, “The test of our progress is not whether we add more to
the abundance of those who have much; it is whether we provide enough
for those who have too little” (929). Years from now, the details of
current welfare reauthorization proposals and tax packages may be dis-
tant memories, but we suspect that we will still be working to dismantle
the oppressive belief systems and power disparities that make such
policies viable. This is one of our greatest challenges—changing the
culture that allows these inequities to exist.

Forging a new social contract where caring, equity, and shared
responsibility take center stage requires risk, dedication, and willingness
to challenge the status quo. It also requires an ongoing attack on age-
old assumptions about “deservingness” and the beliefs that legitimate
our current “shareholder culture,” in which even the most basic public
services are regarded as individual responsibilities (Katz, 1989, 2001).
Envisioning communities capable of taking on such challenges, Fine and
Carney (2001) suggested that “we invite researchers and activists to
recast our net so that responsibilities are distributed widely . . . and resist
the temptation to locate this kind of social work squarely and painfully
on the already burdened backs of women, particularly poor and working
class women and women of color” (pp. 408—409). Breaking the silence
around the politics of class and class warfare may be among the first steps.

Psychologists will need to extend our influence beyond the familiar
arenas of the classroom and scholarly journals into local, state, and
national policymaking spheres. U.S. social policies are not developed,
debated, or implemented on a level playing field; policymakers and the
media are not impartial observers. Nor are we. Psychologists cannot
study social policies or the dominant cultural beliefs that support them
outside the messy world of politics and power (Harper, 2003). Challeng-
ing the politics of greed—whether through progressive changes to the
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tax code, the creation of a just welfare system, or campaign finance
reform—is critical to (re)conceptualizing our responsibility for one an-
other personally and politically. It is also important that psychologists
challenge the accrual of class privilege in our own lives and question
the effects of individualism and other dominant cultural values on our
willingness to ignore economic inequality. As Sloan (2003) noted, psy-
chologists have not yet fully committed themselves to these challenges:
“Given the sheer numbers of people in the world who are affected by
poverty, it is striking how few psychologists in high-income countries
are engaged directly in doing something about it” (p. 301). In the next
chapter, we offer research and policy recommendations that move us
in this direction.
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Professional Activism
for Social Change
and Economic Justice

In this final chapter, we draw on the personal, psychological, and
political analyses of poverty and inequality presented here to suggest
strategies for promoting economic justice. Our discussion centers on
aspects of class inequity that demand our immediate attention within
both the field of psychology and society at large. Grounded in the
thinking of feminist and other critical scholars, our recommendations
are intended “to be of use” (Fine & Barreras, 2001, p. 175), to encourage
activist research and teaching, and to energize psychologists and other
allies to include issues of economic justice in their work. We offer
suggestions in the spirit of generativity, with the understanding that
transforming how psychologists think about, speak of, and study class
issues will require the wisdom, creativity, and dedication of activists and
scholars with diverse backgrounds. Many among us are committed to
breaking down class-based hierarchies and barriers to resources. We can
work together to achieve these goals.
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DISRUPTING CLASSISM: AN ACTIVIST AGENDA
FOR PSYCHOLOGISTS

A class-based activist agenda for psychologists begins with a careful
analysis of how we approach economic (in)justice within our discipline,
professional organizations, and relationships with colleagues. For exam-
ple, although studies of the detrimental consequences of poverty point
to the need for a universal health care system, equitable public school
funding, and guaranteed income programs for low-wage earners, psy-
chology has not taken the lead in advocating for these changes. Nor
have psychologists denounced classism with the same vigor that has
been brought to critical analyses of other forms of stigmatization and
discrimination (Bullock, 1995; Lott, 2002a).

The American Psychological Association (APA), our primary profes-
sional organization, has been slow to embrace class-based issues and
concerns. We noted in a previous chapter that APA’s Council of Repre-
sentatives passed a Resolution on Socioeconomic Status and Poverty in
2000 that called for increased research to describe the impact of economic
disparity and classism, the development of educational curricula and
training programs that are sensitive to the needs of socioeconomically
diverse groups, and support for social policies that promote economic
justice (APA, 2000; see Appendix). Yet, just 2 years later, the council
voted to retire the Committee on Urban Initiatives, the only governance
group that focused directly on class issues. In 2005, after considerable
effort, a six-person, 2-year task force to study issues related to socioeco-
nomic status was finally approved.

The need for the APA task force is illustrated by the exclusion
of social class from important APA conferences and publications. For
example, a new pamphlet from the Commission on Ethnic Minority
Recruitment, Retention and Training (Trimble, Stevenson, & Worell,
2004) on how to infuse introductory psychology textbooks with diversity
content deals with aging; culture, ethnicity, and race; disability; gender;
and sexual orientation, but there is no mention of social class. Such an

100



PROFESSIONAL ACTIVISM

omission can convey the powerful message that class is not a valued
dimension of human experience. Middle-class status is normalized, rein-
forcing the attitude that poor or working-class status is something that
should be overcome or concealed. That social class is overlooked even
among groups who are working to make psychology more inclusive
underscores the need to bring it into a respected place within the multi-
cultural literature. The appointment of an APA task force on socio-
economic status reflects a newly awakened class consciousness within
psychology—an important step forward. A new task force formed by
APA Divisions 9 and 35 will prepare resources on social class for inclusion
in psychology curricula. It is our hope that these groups will be granted
permanent governing status alongside the Committee on Women, the
Committee on Ethnic Minority Affairs, and the Committee on Lesbian,
Gay, and Bisexual Concerns.

Being a Psychologist and Being Middle Class

As we encourage our discipline to analyze and actively confront classism,
we need to be cognizant of the relatively privileged, middle-class status
that work as a psychologist affords. Graduate training and subsequent
professional work in academic, clinical, or other applied settings distances
most of us from experiencing the daily struggles of poverty and from
being the targets of classist discrimination (Lott, 2002a). This is true
even for those of us who grew up in poor or working-class families.
Certainly, this is the case for both of the authors of this volume. It is
also true of those among us who are minorities of color, who experience
racism while earning substantial incomes and enjoying middle-class
comforts and status. Our professional achievements and position may
contribute to a reluctance to scrutinize the institutions from which we
have benefited. The same questionable beliefs about meritocracy and
upward mobility that dominate U.S. ideology may also influence how
psychologists think about social class and economic disparity. Feminists
and psychologists must acknowledge what the literature on beliefs dem-
onstrates, a normative middle-class bias. Commenting on the need for
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feminists to understand class-based power differentials in the academic
world, Reay (1999) observed the following:

Once social class is addressed as an important concern for feminism
then the psychology of class superiority and inferiority and the way
in which it permeates relationships between women both in as well
as outside the academy has to be recognized. . . . The ways in which
hierarchy infuses the academy, including the perspectives of feminist
academics, rarely make their way into feminist writing. . . . Yet many
female academics have had the experience at conferences of talking
to another woman who is constantly looking over her shoulder,
trying to spot someone more prestigious to talk to. We women
academics are caught up in the difficulties of escaping male frames
of reference while colluding with male power. (p. 428)

One important challenge for feminist psychologists is to be mindful
of how our judgments and behaviors are influenced by workplace struc-
tures and practices and how we actively participate in the reification of
class boundaries by upholding biased value systems (e.g., the widespread
assumptions that lecturers perform less valuable services than ladder-
rank faculty, research institutions are more prestigious than teaching
colleges, and research faculty should earn more than those who have
higher teaching loads). Both of us who are writing this book, in the
alternative routes we have taken to full-time positions at research-
oriented universities, have experienced this type of elitism. The classism
that pervades our professional interactions, especially in the form of
unspoken ranking systems used to elevate or denigrate the professional
“pedigree” of colleagues, must be addressed with the same intensity with
which feminist psychologists have confronted sexism and racism in
the workplace.

Research and Teaching in Psychology

Psychology will not become a more inclusive discipline until research
and teaching are related to broad issues involving sociopolitical realities
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and change. Rejecting individuating theories of poverty and wealth is
among the most fundamental but potentially transformative shifts psy-
chologists can make. Although the culture of poverty hypothesis has
been largely discredited, contemporary research continues to approach
poverty as an individual rather than a social-structural problem (Marks,
1991; Wilson & Aponte, 1985). Commenting on the pervasiveness of
this bias, O’Connor (2000) noted that

the vast store of social scientific knowledge built up since the War
on Poverty has focused far more heavily on the behavior, culture,
and demographic characteristics of poor people than on the charac-
teristics of the broader social structure, political culture, and econ-
omy that foster such high rates of poverty. (p. 548)

This has been the case in psychology, where deficit models have prevailed
over structural approaches.

For example, the considerable attention paid to strengthening poor
mothers’ parenting skills and the assumed need for middle-class role
models to teach work values to low-income adults are two illustrations
of our field’s tendency to pathologize the poor. Another example comes
from the dominant approach taken to the homeless—which has been
to create temporary shelters in which residents are often treated with
disrespect and subjected to rules about personal behavior. Cosgrove and
Flynn (2005) interviewed a small sample of homeless mothers in two
shelters in the Northeast who were required to attend a parenting skills
group. Many of the mothers said that the material presented did not
meet their needs and often made them feel incompetent. A new approach,
supported by the success of model programs (cf. Ziner, 2005b), first
provides permanent safe, clean, and affordable housing and then offers
support services. This approach has proved to be both more successful
and less expensive and is what homeless people have been saying to
policymakers and social scientists—they need housing first!

Psychologists have rallied against the most venomous classist attacks,
most notably the flawed assertions of Herrnstein and Murray (1994),
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about the relationship between class and intelligence and between race
and intelligence, but covert assumptions about individual responsibility
for entering and exiting poverty go largely unchallenged. Nowhere is
the need for structural analysis more evident than in research evaluating
the welfare system. Such a shift would dramatically move evaluation of
welfare reform from its current emphasis on the characteristics of the
poor to an analysis of the institutional maintenance of poverty. Too
many studies contrast the characteristics of “successful” welfare leavers
with those who remain on assistance (e.g., Lichter & Jayakody, 2002;
Zuckerman & Kalil, 2000). These studies say more about how to make
welfare recipients fit the demands of the workplace than how structural
factors (e.g., wages, benefits, education, neighborhood quality, racist
discrimination, etc.) keep women and their families poor and how such
factors might be changed (Riemer, 2001). Identification of the “best
practices” for making women “work ready” appears to be the primary
objective of welfare reform evaluation research rather than the develop-
ment of effective strategies for preventing or reducing poverty. The
fundamental question—“Best practices for whom?”—rarely surfaces in
this discourse. Yet as Schram (2002) observed,

“Best practices” suggests value neutrality and consensus about mat-
ters over which there is usually much conflict. . . . “Best practices”
can become a way of instituting changes in treatment, intervention,
or program administration while silencing consideration of the
value conflicts associated with such changes. (p. 120)

Some feminist and other critical scholars have identified social scien-
tists’ complicit acceptance of dominant conceptions of welfare “depen-
dency” and have argued for more analysis of racism, sexism, and classism
within the welfare system and the workplace (Korteweg, 2003; Limbert
& Bullock, 2005; Morgen & Maskovsky, 2003; Orloff, 2002; Steinitz &
Mishler, 2001). These concerns have yet to be addressed by mainstream
researchers. The high rates of mental health problems and violence
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among low-income women continue to be treated as individually experi-
enced barriers to work instead of as manifestations of systemic inequality.

The paradigm shift that we are calling for requires replacing a fixation
on welfare receipt and the work ethic and reproductive behaviors of
low-income women with research that examines economic (in)security
and its consequences for well-being within the context of growing
income~wealth inequality and systemic classism, sexism, and racism
(Morgen & Maskovsky, 2003; O’Connor, 2000). With respect to welfare
policy, this means studying the consequences of punitive welfare policies
for low-income families (Cherlin, Bogen, Quane, & Burton, 2002; Mink,
2001) as well as how these policies guarantee the availability of a low-
wage labor force (Piven & Cloward, 1993). Such a labor force ensures
profits for those who employ easily replaceable, unskilled, poorly trained,
low-wage workers in a secondary labor market. We also need to look
beyond statistics on the earnings of “welfare leavers” to examine the
profits earned by corporate-run state welfare programs (Berkowitz,
2002). Is there also a relationship between “family cap” policies and
“marriage promotion” programs and racist-inspired population control
and compulsory heterosexuality (Neubeck & Cazenave, 2001)? The prev-
alence of stricter sanction policies in states with higher percentages of
ethnic minority welfare recipients urge pursuit of such questions (Soss,
Schram, Vartanian, & O’Brien, 2001).

Whom Are We Working For?

Psychologists need to (re)consider where we position our work in relation
to dominant social institutions and whose interests are served by our
research (Brodsky, 2001). The significance of positionality in shaping
perspective, long a focal point of feminist scholarship (Graham, 2002;
Harding, 1991; Hartsock, 1998; Pohlhaus, 2002), is evident in the discrep-
ancy between the policymakers’ claim that “welfare reform” is a success
and low-income women’s narratives of hardship within the new system
and after exiting it (e.g., Bullock, Wyche, & Williams, 2001; Schram &
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Soss, 2001). By focusing on declining caseloads rather than on questions
of dignity, justice, and economic stability, “welfare reform” researchers
affirm narrowly constructed measures of success and align themselves,
perhaps inadvertently, with economically and socially privileged groups.
Describing this dilemma, Steinitz and Mishler (2001) observed that

once the official definition of the problem is accepted as the primary
research frame and the norms of neutrality and technical objectivity
are assumed for analyses and presentations of data, the researcher
gives up the option of directly expressing her personal concerns or
allying herself with her subjects. (p. 164)

A liberatory psychology will be grounded in the needs and concerns
of oppressed groups, not funding agencies, policymakers, or other elites
(Moane, 2003). This requires replacing so-called neutral and top-down
approaches to knowledge with research that is contextually grounded,
openly political, and allied with the struggles of oppressed groups
(Schram, 2002). Reconceptualizing the relationship between social sci-
ence research and human welfare, Schram proposed that

research is not something that provides definitive answers to what
social welfare policy ought to look like as much as it becomes
another useful device for leveraging political change. Under these
conditions, researchers perform an underlaborer’s role, but it is an
underlaborer for those struggling to overcome the oppressions of
the existing social order. And research helps perform this role by
providing politically contingent, historically contextualized, socially
bounded knowledge that can help strengthen efforts for social
change . .. it is situated, partial, and interested knowledge tied to
political struggle and efforts to change social conditions. (p. 112)

Such an approach is compatible with the production of empirically
based knowledge that is objectively verifiable and positions the expertise
and experiences of low-income people at the core of how we study
welfare reform and its consequences. We need to examine the impact

106



PROFESSIONAL ACTIVISM

of mandatory “work first” policies on self-respect, family well-being,
pressure to participate in illegal activities, and the academic and social
lives of children. Do women who look for work meet with discrimination
after having been Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF)
recipients? This question was the subject of dissertation research by
Jacob (2005), who found that former TANF recipients and Black job
applicants were significantly less likely to be recommended for an admin-
istrative assistant position (for which they were qualified) than for a
lower paying cashier position. Documenting the racism and classism that
follows women from the welfare system into the workforce is essential to
understanding the differential impact of allegedly neutral reform policies
and labor practices.

The experiences of low-income women who report debasing, disre-
spectful, and humiliating responses to their efforts to obtain the assistance
of medical personnel, educators, social workers, and psychologists need
to be validated (Bartle & Segura, 2003; Bullock, Downing, & Limbert,
2004; Campbell & Raja, 2005; Gooden, 1998; Price, Desmond, Snyder,
& Kimmel, 1988). Discriminatory or neglectful treatment may have life-
or-death consequences. Some California welfare recipients, for example,
have described receiving insufficient information from caseworkers
about mental health and domestic violence services and, in some in-
stances, being discouraged from seeking assistance (Bartle & Segura,
2003). Other research has revealed racist bias in client—caseworker inter-
actions, with Black welfare recipients reporting significantly less discre-
tionary assistance (e.g., transportation) and support for pursuing formal
education than White recipients (Gooden, 1998). Discrimination in these
situations reflects multiple oppressions and must be viewed through an
intersectional lens (McCall, 2005; A. J. Stewart & McDermott, 2004) that
takes into account the effects of complex intersecting factors, including
limited English proficiency and religious beliefs. Those who have been
absent from the analyses of psychologists must be included, and we
need to compare responses to low-income men with those to women
(Cozzarelli, Tagler, & Wilkinson, 2002; Fine & Weis, 1998).
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The critical approach we are advocating situates poverty in a broader
context of inequality, power, and intergroup relations instead of being
focused on the behaviors and choices of poor or working-class persons.
Mary Robinson, the former president of Ireland, urged an even broader
context, that of human rights, in noting that such rights deal with more
than “shielding people from violence and political despots . . . [and also
includes] preventing hunger, homelessness, and disease” (quoted in
Stambor, 2005, p. 26). Class privilege, not disadvantage, becomes the
focal point, shifting attention toward those who benefit from inequality,
the attitudes and beliefs that justify economic disparity, and the impact of
social location on interpersonal and institutional treatment. Put simply,
inequality and class stop being solely about the poor; they include the
beneficiaries of economic disparity.

This approach can, for example, guide studies that examine the
relationship between social class and health and medical care. In terms
of health outcomes, the poor bear the brunt of economic inequality
and the rich reap the rewards, benefiting from the expertise of leading
physicians; access to state-of-the-art procedures; and disposable income
to pay for preventive measures, rehabilitative services, and other health-
related expenses (Robert, 1999; Scott, 2005). Inequality has broad and
significant consequences. Residents of egalitarian societies live longer
than residents of the wealthiest societies (Belle & Doucet, 2003), and in
the United States, “income inequality and poverty together could account
for about one-quarter of the state variations in mortality” (Kawachi &
Kennedy, 1999, p.217). Such findings should encourage us to look
beyond individual risk factors to the social, cultural, and political path-
ways through which inequality operates in life expectancies. As Belle
and Doucet (2003) noted,

The deadly effects of income inequality appear to be mediated by
the stresses of life in a winner-take-all economy, losses in social
cohesion and trust, and the skewing of social policies in favor of
the wealthy at the expense of the poor and the middle class. (p. 105)
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To effectively interrupt the status quo of inequality, collective action
is necessary. Thus, psychologists need to investigate the conditions that
facilitate such action. In the wake of welfare reform and the unraveling
of other safety net programs, political action by low-income groups is
gaining momentum. There have been demonstrations against marriage-
promotion proposals and protests against proposed cuts to child-care
spending. An analysis by Reese and Ramirez (2002) of the fight to restore
welfare benefits to immigrants in California highlighted the transforma-
tive potential of strong coalitions. Guishard et al. (2005) have described
the work of a parent group in New York City working actively for
educational equity in collaboration with their teenage children and aca-
demic psychologists. Their work is an example of participatory action
research, a strategy for consultation and organizing within low-income
communities. Increasing the agency and power of low-income people
is the surest way to influence social policy and to change the culture of
help-giving agencies.

The Need for Collective Action

Social psychologists have identified a number of factors that influence
collective action; these include identifying with the marginalized group,
perceived permeability of group boundaries, and beliefs about the legiti-
macy of structured inequities (Kelly & Breinlinger, 1996). Beyond per-
sonal characteristics (attitudes and beliefs), we must examine particular
contexts and the available, visible, and organizational structures and
movements that contribute to classism (Lott & Webster, in press). Prox-
imity to welfare rights organizations and a strong presence (e.g., flyers,
presentations) in the places low-income women frequent are among
the most important facilitators of political mobilization among them
(Bullock et al., 2004). Identifying the situational forces that stimulate
or stall collective action is crucial, as is examining how social policies
affect civic engagement and create arenas for political action (Mettler
& Soss, 2004). We can study labor-based activism across contexts, includ-
ing initiatives by organized labor and the development of less formal
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movements on college campuses. Attention must also be given to the
strategies that powerful groups use to attract those with less power to
their political causes and to prevent the formation of strong oppositional
coalitions capable of challenging gross inequities (Apfelbaum, 1999;
Hurtado, 1996).

These recommendations are grounded in our desire to work effec-
tively and collaboratively with low-income groups, community agencies,
and other researchers (Brodsky, 2001; Brodsky et al., 2004; Reid &
Vianna, 2001). They require the skillful use of diverse methodologies
and other tools for promoting social change (Camic, Rhodes, & Yardley,
2003; Tolman & Brydon-Miller, 2001). Nurturing and encouraging
justice-oriented researchers requires restructuring graduate training to
include participatory and field research in the honored tradition of
Kurt Lewin’s (1946) action research, in which psychologists are directly
engaged with communities and with low-income individuals and families
in social change efforts (Fine et al., 2003; McIntyre, 2000). This means
supporting students who wish to pursue this kind of dissertation work,
teaching appropriate methodology courses, and incorporating such re-
search in psychology’s definitions of good empirical science.

Undergraduate service learning programs have grown tremendously,
emerging as an invaluable way to immerse students in social justice
learning and advocacy (Leonard, 2004). In addition to supporting stand-
alone service learning courses, we must develop innovative strategies
for connecting classroom learning with community-based learning and
action. Heather Bullock, for example, offers an optional service-based
practicum in conjunction with an upper division lecture course on
poverty and social class that gives students the opportunity to intern
with local antipoverty organizations. Similar programs need to find their
way into graduate training. Graduate students can be encouraged to
pursue internships within the many sites where injustices routinely occur
and successful advocacy transforms communities: schools, social service
agencies, homeless shelters, prisons, medical centers, hospital emergency
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rooms, unemployment offices, and factories. These are important sites
for research, where psychologists can put their skills to use by conducting
needs assessments, identifying attitudinal and structural barriers to
service provision, and examining the personal and community conse-
quences of underemployment and unemployment, low wages, and pov-
erty. Such efforts must be augmented by ensuring that action-oriented
scholarship (e.g., policy briefs, community evaluations) is evaluated fairly
and respectfully in tenure and other personnel reviews in academe as
well as in grant proposals for funded research.

Social class will not become a central focus in graduate or undergrad-
uate education in psychology or other university programs without
broad-based support from colleagues. Departments must commit to
infusing material about social class into required courses, supporting
advanced courses that explore class-based concerns (e.g., the social psy-
chology of social justice, the psychology of social class and poverty),
and sponsoring working-class studies courses. Creating affirming envi-
ronments for first-generation college students and low-income students
in our classrooms by educating others about class inequities and sharing
information about own class backgrounds is also critical, as is supporting
working-class people on campus in their bids for higher wages
(Jones, 2003).

Improving the climate of college classrooms for poor and working-
class students may aid in retention but does not address the barriers
that prevent college attendance. In addition to supporting tuition waivers
and other forms of financial support for low-income students, psycholo-
gists must join forces with other educators to develop strategies to
overcome the discrimination faced by low-income parents and their
children in the public schools. Disrespect from teachers and low expecta-
tions regarding their abilities deter young people from staying in school
or pursuing further educational opportunities (Lott, 2001; Lott & Rogers,
2005). We have personally experienced the lowered academic expecta-
tions that come with poor and working-class status. Crumbling public
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schools also send a powerful message about the lack of support for
students in low-income neighborhoods. Analyzing the impact of attend-
ing run-down schools, Fine, Burns, Payne, and Torre (2004) noted,

Poor and working-class youth of color are reading these condi-
tions of their schools as evidence of their social disposability and evi-
dence of public betrayal. . . . Like children who learn to love in homes
scarred by violence, these young women and men are being asked to
learn in contexts of humiliation, betrayal and disrespect. (p. 2194)

Improving the conditions in which poor children learn will require
school finance reform; redistricting; and increased awareness of bias in
teaching, teaching materials, and tests. These need to be among our
highest priorities as psychologists committed to enhancing human wel-
fare. As we advocate for these changes, we must continue building an
arsenal of evidence that makes the urgency of our recommendations
undeniable.

These suggestions are certainly not cost free. A progressive agenda
requires rethinking the methodologies we use, the issues we investigate,
and the curricula we teach. In other words, we must change how we
go about our business. For some researchers, this will include turning
down grant opportunities that equate “successful” reform with recipient
compliance and behavior modification; for others this will mean fewer
publications in mainstream journals; and for still others, it will require
recognition of class privilege in their research circles and everyday inter-
actions. Relative to what we stand to gain, these may be small costs,
particularly in light of the policy struggles that lie before us.

HUMAN WELFARE AND ECONOMIC JUSTICE:
A POLICY TO-DO LIST

Policy changes over the past several decades have gutted the safety net
for millions of low-income families, leading some poverty scholars to
conclude that our nation has shifted from waging a “war on poverty”
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to a “war against the poor” (Katz, 1989). The redistribution of income
and wealth upward has further amplified the effects of insufficient welfare
and health care policies, increasing the vulnerability of already fragile
families. In this era of devolution and retrenchment, working against
inequality requires strong interclass alliances. Psychologists have an im-
portant role to play in fostering such alliances and in developing a strong
policy agenda. Although we recognize that the creation of a more just
society is tied to a broad set of interrelated environmental, labor, and
economic policies and practices, we focus here on changes to federal
and state policies that would provide immediate benefits to low-income
women and their families and to us all.

Real Welfare Reform

It is crucial that TANF be replaced with new legislation that focuses on
ways that the federal government can assist low-income families in
becoming financially secure and permanently exiting a life of poverty.
The creation of just antipoverty programs requires substantive policy
changes as well as fundamental philosophical shifts in welfare policy.
For example, ending welfare’s status as an entitlement program has
jeopardized the economic security of all women by making assistance
conditional rather than guaranteed. Antipoverty programs are the re-
sponsibility of governments, not private foundations or charitable orga-
nizations. In practical terms, this means removing the caps placed on
federal funding for welfare programs and providing states with guaran-
teed support for recipients. It also means using funding formulas that
are based on current need.

To achieve the objective of interrupting the oppression of poverty,
U.S. welfare policy needs to be guided by a structural approach to
program development and implementation. The amelioration of poverty
and its root causes is noticeably absent from TANF’s stated goals:

(1) provide assistance to needy families so that children may be cared

for in their own homes or in the homes of relatives; (2) end the
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dependence of needy parents on government benefits by promoting
job preparation, work, and marriage; (3) prevent and reduce the
incidence of out-of-wedlock pregnancies and establish annual nu-
merical goals for preventing and reducing the incidence of these
pregnancies; and (4) encourage the formation and maintenance of
two-parent families. (Personal Responsibility and Work Opportu-
nity Reconciliation Act of 1996, p. 2113)

These goals illustrate TANF’s value-biased emphasis on women’s marital
status and parenting decisions.

These same priorities have dominated reauthorization proposals
despite limited empirical evidence that “legislating marriage” will reduce
poverty (Lind, 2004; Seefeldt & Smock, 2004; Wells & Baca Zinn, 2004).
The Deficit Reduction Act of 2005, which reauthorized the TANF pro-
gram through 2010, allocated $150 million annually for the promotion
of “healthy marriages” and “responsible fatherhood.” Research has
shown that these funds would be better spent helping low-income women
care for themselves and their families, an objective that is rarely articu-
lated in the dominant discourse of “reform.”

Developing new goals for reform will require debunking racist stereo-
types about the weak work ethic and exaggerated sexuality of women
of color (Neubeck & Cazenave, 2001; Quadagno, 1994), sexist stereotypes
regarding the “dangers” of single motherhood (Orloff, 2002; Vartanian
& McNamara, 2004), and classist beliefs about the moral and intellectual
inferiority of the poor (Furnham, 2003; Kluegel & Smith, 1986). Discred-
iting such myths is crucial to the adoption of structurally oriented welfare
policies. As described earlier in this chapter, psychologists can help in
this endeavor by doing some of the needed research.

Welfare programs can be geared toward providing families with the
resources they need to become financially secure—health care, transpor-
tation, housing, nutritious food, vocational training or other education
opportunities, and quality child care (Rice, 2001). Currently, applicants
are often humiliated and told to seek help from family or friends, diverted
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from completing formal applications, sanctioned with full or partial
benefit reductions for small infractions, and threatened with being re-
moved from the welfare rolls when time limits are met regardless of
need (Hall & Strege-Flora, 2002; Hancock, 2002; Wiley, 2002). These
common practices, coupled with “work-first” requirements, are guided
by the belief that welfare recipients need discipline more than living
wages, education, or other support services. Research has shown that
the most disadvantaged families are hardest hit by these policies (Cherlin
et al., 2002; Hasenfeld, Ghose, & Larson, 2004; Seefeldt & Orzol, 2004).

A growing body of evidence has raised serious questions about
the effectiveness of work-first initiatives and other punitive reforms
(Cintron-Velez, 2002; Delgado, 2002; Riemer, 2001; Schorr, 2001). For
example, higher education, not workfare, has been found to be a better
pathway to higher wages and job security (McCrate & Smith, 1998;
Shaw, 2004). Nevertheless, mandated work remains at the core of TANF
reauthorization. In the most recent legislation, required work participa-
tion rates remain unchanged at 50% for all families and 90% for two-
parent families, but changes to how the caseload reduction credit is
calculated will result in stricter enforcement of these requirements. Under
the 1996 law, a “caseload reduction credit” allowed states to adjust their
required participation rates downward by deducting “one percentage
point for each percentage-point decline in the state’s TANF caseload
since 1995” (Parrott et al., 2006, p. 8). Under the Deficit Reduction Act,
the credit is now based on caseload declines after 2005. With minimal
or no decline in TANF caseloads since 2005, many states will see their
caseload reduction credit disappear or decline significantly, resulting in
new, higher work participation requirements (Legislative Analyst’s Of-
fice, 2006). With TANF now assisting “fewer than half of all families
with children who qualify” (Parrott et al., 2006, p. 1), few states will be
able to reduce their caseloads below 2005 levels without limiting access
to assistance. In the quest to meet stricter work participation rates, more
recipients will be pushed into dead-end work with no consideration of
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the quality of work experiences or the ability of the labor market to
integrate these workers. Once again, the most basic tenets of access,
opportunity, and economic mobility will likely be ignored.

Punitive reforms serve to further institutionalize poverty. These
include time limits, “family cap” policies, sanctions, restricted access to
higher education, and work requirements. Instead, we should advocate
increasing valued resources such as education, food, housing, and health
care, making them accessible to all, poor and working-class groups.

Access to Education

Issues of educational access and equity must be addressed at all levels
and be viewed as a high priority. Analyses of the economic status of
students enrolled at 4-year colleges have highlighted this need. Fifty
percent of undergraduates at top-tier universities are from families in
the highest earning quintile, compared with only 11% from the lowest
earning quintile (Bowen, Kurzweil, & Tobin, 2005). A mere 3% are
from the poorest quartile and are also first-generation college students
(Bowen et al., 2005).

Statistics such as these, and those discussed in chapter 4, clearly
illustrate the economic barriers to higher education (e.g., Bowen et al.,
2005; Quinn, 2003). Such data must be shared with legislators to encour-
age them to provide more direct support (not loans) for higher education
for low-income students, similar to the post—-World War II GI Bill.
Congress must increase funding for Pell grants. When the program
began in 1972, grants were large enough to cover 84% of the fixed costs
at 4-year public institutions; now they cover half as much (Quinn, 2003).

In most states, school districts are funded inequitably (Augenblick,
Myers, & Anderson, 1997; Howell & Miller, 1997; Terman & Behrman,
1997). Making school financing fair will require more than redistributing
property taxes. Expenditures must be adjusted to reflect variability in
student needs (e.g., bilingual education, special education classes) and
the costs associated with educational resources in different areas (“Ap-
pendix B: Equity Considerations in Funding Urban Schools,” 1997).
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The costs of salaries, supplies, and space vary regionally, and these
differences must be factored into funding formulas.

Equity for children in public schools should be an issue that is raised
with every candidate for public office in local, state, and federal elections.
State education departments need to hold school districts accountable
for high drop-out rates as well as for the high numbers of low-income
minority students classified as in need of special education (Grossman,
1998; National Center for Education Statistics, 2004). In the current
political climate, accountability has come to mean punishing poorly
performing schools by reducing their funding. We doubt this is an
effective way to strengthen already-struggling communities. Instead, such
school districts need increased resources and creative strategies to address
the correlates of poor academic performance (such as poor nutrition,
insufficient books, and disrespectful educators). School personnel need
to learn more about cultural and racist testing practices and about
sources of classist and racist bias in the classroom.

Psychological research can inform these and other advocacy efforts,
such as efforts for early education and child-care programs. A growing
body of research has made it clear that early education programs like
Early Head Start and Head Start and high-quality child-care programs are
associated with improved school readiness, cognitive and socioemotional
development, and reduced delinquency and grade retention (Magnuson
& Waldfogel, 2005; Reynolds, Temple, & Ou, 2003; Zigler & Styfco,
2003). Twelve million preschoolers, including 6 million infants and
toddlers, attend child-care programs, but this figure represents only half
of all eligible families. Lack of child-care subsidies for low-income fami-
lies is a major barrier to access, resulting in only one in seven children
who are eligible for child-care assistance receiving it (Children’s Defense
Fund [CDF], 2005b). Needy families are put on waiting lists or turned
away entirely because of insufficient funding. To deal with this crisis,
many states have established income limits that disqualify needy low-
income families. According to the CDF, a family earning $25,000 a year
would not qualify for assistance in over one-third of states (CDF, 2005b).
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The situation for Head Start is also dire, with only half of all eligible
preschool-age children participating in the program during fiscal year
2003 (CDF, 2005a). Early Head Start, which supports low-income fami-
lies with children younger than 3 years and pregnant women, serves less
than 3% of eligible infants and toddlers (CDF, 2005a).

In addition to protecting these programs from ongoing budgetary
attacks, state legislators must be encouraged to lower income eligibility
rules, waive copayments for families within 250% of federal poverty
thresholds, update maximum state reimbursement rates so providers
will be paid at market value for their services, and create state child-
care tax provisions for parents (CDF, 2004). Ultimately, a program of
federally funded universal preschool must replace the current fragmented
and means-tested early childhood education programs. In some states,
such as Georgia, New York, and California, universal preschool initiatives
are gaining political momentum.

End Hunger in the United States

Congress must substantially increase its support for food assistance
and insist that states simplify access to food stamps. Hunger and food
insecurity continue to be significant problems. According to the U.S.
Department of Agriculture (USDA, 2004b), 36.3 million people lived
in hungry or food-insecure households in 2003, including 23 million
adults (10.8% of all adults) and 13.3 million children (18.2% of all
children). Yet, in 2002, only 54% of those eligible for food stamps
received them (USDA, 2004a). Because food stamps are a critical source
of support for low-income and working-class families (including one
of our own families when growing up), national, state, and local changes
are needed to improve access.

States can improve food stamp participation substantially by making
sure that potential recipients are not diverted from completing applica-
tions, providing evening and weekend hours to accommodate applicants
who are unavailable during regular daytime hours, and allowing families
to apply at the same sites where they apply for other benefits (Food
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Research and Action Center [FRAC], 2002). Applications, which average
12 pages in length but are as long as 18 pages in some states, can certainly
be shortened (FRAC, 2002). Outreach efforts can be intensified to reach
those who are unaware of their eligibility for benefits. In addition, food
chains need to be encouraged to welcome those who use food stamps.
In such an effort in Rhode Island as part of an advocacy group, Bernice
Lott experienced initial strong disapproval of the group’s customer-
education efforts by a store manager, followed by eventual agreement
on the part of higher management. Food stamp and TANF eligibility
must be restored to those with felony drug convictions. It is estimated
that nationally, 92,000 women are banned from receiving much-needed
food assistance because of this punitive regulation and that as a conse-
quence, 135,000 children are affected (FRAC, 2002). Other regulations
also impede access to food stamps for needy families. For example, many
states have 3-month reapplication requirements and require monthly in-
come update check-ins (FRAC, 2002).

We can encourage state legislatures to mandate breakfast programs
in all of their school districts. Recent success in this regard can encourage
even more improvements. During the 2003—-2004 school year, 79.4% of
schools that served school lunch also operated school breakfast programs,
up from 78.3% in 2002—-2003 (FRAC, 2004). More children are now
participating in the program. According to FRAC (2004), “for every 100
low-income children eating free or reduced-price school lunch, 43.1 also
participate in the breakfast program” (p. v). This figure, up from 42.3
during the 2002-2003 school year, is the largest improvement in this
ratio in a decade (FRAC, 2004).

State outreach campaigns and local antihunger initiatives have in-
creased participation rates, but accessibility remains a major concern.
For every 100 students receiving free or reduced-price school lunches,
more than 50 do not receive a free school breakfast (FRAC, 2004). An
estimated 2 million more eligible children must be reached (FRAC,
2004). The Child Nutrition and WIC Reauthorization Act of 2004 (P.L.
108-265) seeks to improve accessibility by making homeless, migrant,
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and runaway children automatically eligible for free school meals and
by requiring schools to accept children in food stamp households as
eligible for free school meals, which will reduce the need for parents to
file additional application materials (FRAC, 2004).

The well-documented relationship between eating a nutritious
breakfast, good health, and learning (e.g., Bhattacharya, Currie, & Haider,
2004; Murphy, Pagano, et al., 1998; Worobey & Worobey, 1999) can
be used to support the adoption of a universal school breakfast program.
Universal access is the best way to reduce the stigma of means-tested
programs and guarantee that all school children start their day ready
to learn. To ensure that low-income children have access to nutritious
meals when school is out of session, support for after school programs
and the Summer Food Service Program must also be increased.

Universal Access to Health Care

We urgently need legislation for a single-payer universal health care
system that will be equivalent to “Medicare for all.” As Krugman (2005c)
noted, “America already has a highly successful, popular single-payer
program, albeit only for the elderly” (p. A17). In the richest nation in
the world, access to medical care has become a privilege that too many
cannot afford. More than 45 million people are without health insurance
(U.S. Census Bureau, 2005), and millions more are underinsured
(Schoen, Doty, Collins, & Holmgren, 2005). Medical bills are bankrupt-
ing middle-class families (Himmelstein, Warren, Thorne, & Wool-
handler, 2005). The price we pay as the only industrialized country that
does not guarantee health care to its citizens is a high one in terms of
both expense and limited access. In a 2003 poll by the Pew Charitable
Trusts (2003), 26% of U.S. respondents reported not having had enough
money to pay for family health care during the previous year compared
with only 13% of Canadians, 12% of Italians, and 5% of the French. With
72% of Americans favoring universal government-guaranteed health
insurance, there is clearly support for such structural change (Krug-
man, 2005¢).
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Some influential physicians’ group, including the Physicians’ Work-
ing Group for Single-Payer National Health Insurance (2003) and the
American Medical Student Association (Chua, 2006), have been calling
for such federal legislation. U.S. Representative John Conyers (a Demo-
crat from Michigan) has introduced such a bill into Congress. Under
the U.S. National Health Insurance Act (2005), or the Expanded and
Improved Medicare for All Act, as it is also known, all residents of the
United States would be covered for health care and medications, with
parity for mental health services. The latter is something that APA has
long supported and lobbied for in Congress, yet APA has not actively
supported such progressive legislation as the Conyers bill, drafted with
the help of a group of physicians. Doing so would act on the suggestion
of former APA president Norine Johnson (2003) that APA policy state-
ments be “used as tools to promote increased health care access” (p. 675).

In recent years, HMOs have proliferated because they presumably
control medical expenses and thereby increase corporate profits. As the
increased costs and inequities of health care have indicated, HMOs are
not a solution to the national health care crisis in the United States. It
is of considerable interest that a Gallup poll conducted in May 2005
(cf. “Whom Do You Trust?,” 2005) found that HMOs were trusted the
least among a number of U.S. institutions (including the military, banks,
TV news, etc.). Only 7% of respondents said they trusted HMOs a great
deal, and 37% said they trusted them very little to not at all. Opponents
of universal health care initiatives will undoubtedly try to capitalize on
public mistrust of HMOs by blurring meaningful distinctions between
these programs, universal health care plans, and “socialized medicine.”
As psychologists work to mobilize support for single-payer plans, we
must dedicate significant resources to educating the public about mis-
leading language.

Improving access and quality of care will require adopting compre-
hensive long- and short-term goals. Until efforts to achieve universal
health care succeed, Medicaid, the primary medical safety net for low-
income adults and families, must also be protected from further budget

121



PSYCHOLOGY AND ECONOMIC INJUSTICE

cuts. State reductions in the scope of covered services and increased
out-of-pocket expenses (e.g., copayments, deductibles) are jeopardizing
the health of the poor and the quality of care they receive (Ku &
Broaddus, 2005). In fiscal year (FY) 2003, 17 states raised or imposed
new Medicaid copayments; in FY 2004, 20 states did so; and in FY 2005,
8 states increased copayments. For FY 2006, 13 states adopted new or
higher copayments (Kaiser Commission on Medicaid and the Uninsured,
2005). Many low-income women and members of their families, unable
to make these payments, will be forced to forgo necessary medical
treatment. Psychologists must help defeat state initiatives that place an
increasing share of sky-high medical expenses on Medicaid recipients,
remaining mindful that strengthening Medicaid alone will not eliminate
deeply entrenched race and class disparities in care. As Cornelius
(2003) explained,

We will never fairly address the health care needs of the “other
America” unless we link them to our plight. By scrapping the private
health insurance and Medicare plan and developing a uniform
national health insurance plan, the poor and the non-poor tie their
fates and successes to each other. (p. 18)

What is true of our school systems is also true of medical care: separate
is not equal.

In this chapter, we have made a number of policy recommendations
that we strongly believe in. No one can offer a complete and permanent
policy agenda to combat classism and secure social justice for all. As
Schram (2002) noted, “Social justice itself is something that must be
continually redefined, as an ever-reconsidered, never fully realized so-
cially desired state” (p. 112). Thus, the recommendations we have out-
lined here cannot be fully realized without accompanying changes to
the minimum wage and ultimately support for self-sufficiency wages
(Pearce, 2002a), the adoption of caregivers’ wages for those who work
in the home (Albeda, 2002), transportation vouchers for low-income
families, and improved housing subsidies and quality housing for low-
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income people (Rollins, Saris, & Johnston-Robledo, 2001). It is equally
crucial that we redress tax policies that redistribute income and wealth
upward (see chap. 4).

FINAL THOUGHTS

In closing, we take one final opportunity to restate our primary
objective—using our work and skills as psychologists to improve the
personal and economic well-being of low-income women and families.
Findings from a participatory action research project in which low-
income women were asked what constitutes a good quality oflife (Collins,
2005) offered direct insights into what is needed. Many of the factors
the women identified are similar to what many of us hope for, regardless
of our class status: strong relationships with friends and family, love,
happiness, self-esteem, good health, savings, a secure job, a vacation,
and the ability to pursue our dreams and help others in need. Yet, other
factors that they associated with the “good life” are apt to be less salient
or pressing to middle-class readers of this book: fresh water and enough
to eat, full cupboards, and safe housing. Commonly cited threats to the
“good life” included stress, worry, poor health, inadequate housing,
inability to afford help, and the fear that children were headed in a bad
direction. Classism was identified as a major source of stress, with one
informant describing life on public assistance as “living under a giant
microscope” (Collins, 2005, p. 18).

Such findings bring our primary reasons for writing this book into
sharp focus: to bring the values of feminist psychology to bear on pressing
national issues of inequality and to urge feminist psychologists to extend
our thinking from gender, race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, and disabil-
ity to social class. We have documented the many ways that our nation
is failing its poorest, most vulnerable residents, women and their families.
As the gap between the rich and poor widens and a growing portion
of our population struggles for survival, let alone the attainment of the
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good life, another much smaller group, the very wealthiest among us,
reaps the fruits of their labor.

Feminist psychologists and the discipline of psychology have much
to offer in terms of bringing the inequities of classism and its intersections
with racism and sexism to the forefront of public consciousness. We
wholeheartedly second Fine’s (2002) call “to resurrect a critical feminist
psychology that reveals the long arm of the State and economic, racial,
and gender arrangements in the everyday lives of women, men, and
children” (p. 11). Many fundamental questions of class and power re-
main largely unexamined by psychologists: How is class privilege experi-
enced, justified, and manifested on a daily basis? How are dominant
cultural messages about class status and mobility interpreted and reinter-
preted by different socioeconomic groups? How are strong interclass
alliances fostered? What would a just welfare system look like? What
can be done to weaken the structural forces that keep so many among
us poor?

As psychologists, we wish to entrust the task of developing a progres-
sive policy agenda to our colleagues in social services, public schools,
community agencies, nonprofit organizations, academe, and state and
national legislatures. We envision a psychology that is committed to
conceptualizing class advantage and economic disparity as issues of
power and oppression for which we are all responsible. Adopting such
an approach may transform the field of psychology, resulting in new
conceptualizations of human welfare, responsibility, and social justice,
and help to transform our society.
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Working-Class Origins and
Class-Conscious Awakening:
Bernice Lott’s Story

I was born in 1930, the third living child and the third daughter
of immigrant parents living among other Jewish, Italian, and Irish
working-class families in Brooklyn, New York. My mother had come
from a shtetl in Eastern Europe (Russian Poland), much like the one
depicted in Fiddler on the Roof. She never went to school and came to
this country by herself in steerage when she was 14. Because children
under 16 were not permitted into the United States without an accompa-
nying adult, she claimed to be 2 years older than she was. I now take
some pride in telling those who complain about illegal immigrants that
my mother had lied to enter this country. She boarded in an aunt’s
house on the East Side of Manhattan until she married my father at the
age of 20. Like so many other Jewish immigrants, she worked in the
garment industry, in the sweatshops. She boasted to me that she was
called “Red Annie” when the workers went on strike. She never learned

Some of the material in this chapter originally appeared in the chapter “Who Ever Thought I'd Grow
Up to Be a Feminist Foremother?” by B. Lott, in Feminist Foremothers in Women’s Studies, Psychology,
and Mental Health (pp. 309-323), by P. Chesler, E. D. Rothblum, and E. Cole (Eds.), 1995, New
York: Haworth.
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to read or write in any language, but my clever mother somehow devised
ways to get off at the correct subway stops when she shepherded her
children to doctors, clinics, and shops.

My mother’s life was difficult, like that of many immigrant Jewish
women (Davidman & Tenenbaum, 1994; Kramer & Masur, 1976; Siegel
& Cole, 1997), but we children were always well fed and well dressed.
Her greatest pleasure came from our appearance and accomplishments.
She was a champion bargain hunter, and she pocketed every lost coin
she found on the city streets. When there was a brief respite from keeping
house and shopping for food at the best prices, she sang Yiddish folk
songs to me, told me stories about the old country, and let me play
with her treasured scarves and bridal veil.

My father’s background was quite different. He had been to gymna-
sium (high school) in a fairly large Polish city then part of the Austro-
Hungarian Empire. He was the son of restaurant owners who tearfully
let him go off as a teenager with a stranger on a journey to the United
States. My father proudly spoke many languages and was an avid reader
of Yiddish fiction and newspapers. He was a lover of song, dance, and
good times, and he was also a hard worker, a skilled umbrella maker,
and a waiter, often working two jobs. Just after I was born, he landed
a full-time job as a clerk at the Brooklyn Navy Yard, a job he kept until
retirement. He supplemented a meager (but steady) salary with income
from other jobs that included, for many years, the selling of knishes
from a pushcart. At work he was known as “the Reverend,” because he
led Jewish services during holiday times. He had served in the U.S. Army
during World War I and was a strong patriot, frequently at odds with
his daughters about politics.

During the 19 years I lived at home with my family, we moved from
one rundown neighborhood to another, searching for something better
or cheaper. My mother was always on the lookout for newly painted
apartments that came with the first month’s rent thrown in as an induce-
ment. After I left home, my parents moved into subsidized low-income
housing projects—dismal looking and poorly maintained.
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My parents fought with each other loudly and abusively, and my
two older sisters were more actively involved in the outside world than
in their family. When I was 8 and my mother 38, she gave birth to a
fourth child, my brother. This immediately changed my status from that
of baby sister to big sister; thus, I have been both the youngest and the
oldest in my family. In addition to taking on responsibilities for the care
of my brother, I took on the role of parental go-between and peacemaker.

My greatest joys growing up were going to the library, going on
school trips to museums, going to Manhattan on the subway to window-
shop and people-watch, going to the movies, and eating Chinese food
with friends for a Sunday lunch. I was a voracious reader—from Nancy
Drew mysteries and Gothic romances to the complete works of Charles
Dickens; these had been collected by my mother from stamps given by
the life insurance salesman for premiums paid on time. I also loved
going to the Yiddish theater with my parents on the rare occasions when
they could be in each other’s company peacefully.

At school, I was encouraged by some teachers who were not put
off by the fact that my mother spoke with an accent, never participated
in parents’ activities, and practically never set foot in school except to
bring me lunch on rainy days. We were a low-income, immigrant Jewish
family, and I can empathize now with my mother’s embarrassment
about her status as outsider and her inability to read. Fathers, in those
days, were not expected to come to school, which was just as well,
because my father’s involvement in my life was minimal beyond the
occasions when he took me to movies. But school, even with the frequent
changes caused by our many moves, was fun and easy—I skipped second
(or third) and eighth grades—and offered me a sanctuary from the tense
atmosphere at home.

I knew that my family did not live like the people in the movies,
but neither did many others I knew. Yet, some episodes stand out sharply
for me as clear markers of low-income life. I can still feel the frustration
my mother and I encountered in health clinics, where we often waited
for hours for attention from overworked and sometimes grumpy medical
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personnel. And one year, in elementary school, I was found to have nits
(lice eggs) in my hair; the treatment was kerosene shampoos and fine-
tooth combing. For years I was in dread each time my class had to line
up to have our hair examined with a gingerly held pencil by a grim-
faced teacher or nurse. Similar demeaning experiences were shared by
others like me. For example, Adair (2002) remembered that in yearly
medical checkups, “the school nurse sucked air through her teeth as she
donned surgical gloves to check only the hair of poor children for
lice” (p. 457).

When I got to my second junior high school, social class became
sharply discernible to me. This phenomenon of “class differences ...
noticed for the first time” in school (Ostrove & Cole, 2003, p. 684) has
been discussed by others (e.g., Adair, 2002; Dodson, 1998; Schein, 1995).
In my case, my family had moved into a more middle-class area when
one of my sisters was able to contribute to the family income. We even
got our first telephone! At my new school there were clear differences
among the students in how they dressed and where they lived. A new
friend who wore wool plaid skirts and cashmere sweaters invited me to
go home with her after school—on a bus. Because I walked to school,
this was exciting. I remember her nicely furnished house and the milk
and cookies. I also remember never being invited again and what must
have been the beginning of my class consciousness. [ imagined that my
classmate’s mother, who had been at home, had not approved of me—
perhaps because of my clothes, my conversation, or the neighborhood
in which I lived. What pleasure I felt when I moved ahead of this girl
in a spelling bee!

POLITICAL AND INTELLECTUAL AWAKENINGS

A major consequence of realizing that I was not a welcome part of the
plaid skirt and sweater set group was that I moved toward friendship
with other working-class girls and to urban street life. I learned how to
filch things from Woolworth’s, where luckily I escaped detection, and
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I still experience anxiety in the presence of police, recalling scenes of
neighborhood kids being spread-eagled and searched.

When it was time for high school, I chose to go with my friends to
a working-class technical school for girls that specialized in commercial
subjects and art instead of to the more prestigious multicurriculum coed
school in my district. At the time, I did not fully understand the class
implications of this choice, but I must have felt that I would be more
comfortable among my own working-class girlfriends than in the school
that most high schoolers in my neighborhood attended. Because neither
of my school’s special curricula had any interest for me, however, I chose
an optional academic track, taking 4 years of science and mathematics. I
assisted in the biology lab and got deeply involved in dramatics and
politics. I do not know how I would have fared in a larger school
competing with boys and worrying about clothes, hair, and dates, but
I suspect that the outcome for me might have been very different.

In high school, I slowly drifted away from my old friends. I was
one of a few non-Black students who belonged to the Frederick Douglass
Club. We often sat at an ethnically diverse lunch table. I got into serious
trouble once when my homeroom teacher observed one morning that
my attention was on a book instead of on her reading from the New
Testament. Her report of my “bad character” led to a semester’s delay
in my election to an honor society for which my good grades had
made me eligible, but at graduation I received both the science and
drama medals.

When my income-sharing sister left to go to college out of state,
my family had to move back to the low-income neighborhood from
which we had come. During all of my high school years, and then 3
years of commuter college, we lived across the street from shops and
open pushcarts or stalls selling everything from live chickens to fruits
and vegetables to pickles in brine-filled wooden barrels. The reaction
to this neighborhood, during my 1st year in college, by a young man I
was crazy about contributed to another significant rise in my class
consciousness. He was older, a sophomore, and a veteran of World War
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II; we had met at a summer camp where we both worked (he as a
photography counselor and I as a waitress). One afternoon he walked
home with me to my family’s superclean but shabby and dreary apart-
ment above a beauty shop and a delicatessen, on a street lined with
pushcarts and vendors. Our relationship never moved forward after
that. We were from starkly different neighborhoods and different social
classes, and I could sense his discomfort.

Despite my academic achievements in high school, no counselor
encouraged me to apply for a scholarship at a private college. It must
have been assumed that someone in my economic situation had only
one option—a free education at one of the New York City colleges. One
older sister was attending a private university with the help of her veteran
husband’s GI bill stipend, and another sister had gone to Brooklyn
College, but I remember being tempted to forgo college for the life of
a secretary or bookkeeper (jobs I had done during summer vacations).
I was persuaded to take the entrance examination for Brooklyn College
and passed it. The year was 1946, veterans were returning from World
War II, and New York’s city colleges were using a higher entrance exam
score for women than for men (not just for veterans). I suppose this
was my first clear introduction to sexism.

Brookiyn College was wonderful, filled with bright and articulate
students and challenging teachers. It took just one course in psychology
to show me where I belonged. It was a joy to discover that there were
methods by which I could test answers to questions about human social
behavior. And so a social psychologist was born.

A few fine women professors were important models for me as an
undergraduate, but we had no contact outside of class. I worked 10
hours a week at a college office, and because I had no money to spend
on textbooks, I did all of my reading and studying in the library. The
need to take careful and detailed notes became a skill that has served
me well ever since. I also spent many hours in political activity both on
and off the campus. I got into trouble when a group I was part of
organized a rally and march to protest the dean’s canceling of a talk by
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a radical speaker we had invited. This resulted in censure, and a letter
to that effect was placed in my student records folder.

“GROWING UP” AND EXPERIENCING GENDER IN
MARRIAGE AND GRADUATE SCHOOL

At the end of my junior year, at the age of 19, I left college to get
married to a fellow psychology student and campus activist, a war
veteran, 6 years older than I was, who had been accepted for graduate
school at the University of California, Los Angeles (UCLA). We took a
5-day coach train trip across the country. It was not until a year later
that I took my first airplane flight on what in those days was called a
“nonscheduled” cross-country flight on a two-engine propeller plane—
a trip that took 21 hours.

I was not able to enter UCLA immediately, so I worked full-time for
a Christmas tree company until spring semester 1950. After admission, I
completed my undergraduate work in two semesters, then passed an
entrance exam for the graduate program in psychology, and began work
toward a doctoral degree. My education at UCLA would not have been
possible without the GI Bill, which paid my husband’s tuition, provided
him with a financial stipend, and made us eligible for low-cost veterans’
student housing. I covered our other expenses with scholarships and
part-time jobs, and the good state of California let me pay in-state
tuition. My jobs included working for an accounting firm in Beverly
Hills that handled the finances of Hollywood stars; working as an office
assistant in the College of Nursing; and later, working as a research
assistant with my major professor.

Women students were a tiny minority in my graduate program. The
dean of the college (who was also the department head) greeted me on
my first day and told me that although my credentials were excellent,
he knew that training me would be a waste of everyone’s time and
energy because I would undoubtedly get pregnant and leave the field.
Sandra Scarr (1987) has related an almost identical incident; when she
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was interviewed for admission to Harvard’s graduate program in 1960,
Gordon Allport told her, “We hate accepting women here” (p. 26).
Perhaps the words I heard on my first day as a graduate student served
as a challenge. I certainly never forgot them, nor the fact that two of
the other graduate women in my department attempted suicide; one
was subsequently hospitalized for depression, and the other succeeded
in killing herself.

Many of my male peers in graduate school were married, but al-
though I was also a wife, friendship with the other wives was problematic.
Their lives revolved around supporting their husbands and taking care
of a home and toddlers. Only one member of the department faculty
was a woman—a superb teacher of history and systems who did not
befriend the women students who might have benefited from her counsel.
Another woman, Evelyn Hooker, did serve as a model for me, but our
contact was infrequent; she was an adjunct professor who was never
given full faculty status despite her reputation as an innovative scholar
and fine teacher.

At psychology conferences I made further discoveries about the role
of women in academia. We women students were ogled in elevators,
invited to parties, and pursued by the most eminent of men within our
discipline. I met men whose work I had been reading in my classes
simply because I was a young woman and flattered by their attention.
Only later did I understand how sexist and disrespectful these con-
tacts were.

Despite the male environment, my experiences as a graduate student
were positive and exciting. I became thoroughly hooked on learning
theory, and cultural anthropology, my minor subject, taught me indelible
lessons about human plasticity and variability. Exposure to empirical
work generated by behaviorist hypotheses was consciousness raising, but
I also remained respectful and appreciative of the work of Kurt Lewin.
Years later, I wrote about the similarity between these two approaches
(Lott & Lott, 1985). My major professor let me go my own wayward
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way and agreed to a dissertation that was a study of attitude formation
and generalization, with attitudes defined as implicit goal responses and
operationalized as color preferences. I demonstrated their acquisition
by kindergarten children in a laboratory setting by using a mediated
generalization learning paradigm. I have been told by those who appreci-
ate this kind of research that this study (Eisman, 1955) is considered
a classic.

I defended my dissertation in summer 1953 and followed my hus-
band to his first academic job. Antinepotism sentiments were strong,
so I began teaching extension courses—anything offered to me. Eager
for full-time work, I turned to the public school system, just at the time
that California was launching a program to keep “educable mentally
retarded” children in the public schools. I talked my way into a job in
special education at a junior high school and, despite my doctorate, had
to take additional courses to earn a credential. I spent the next 2 years
with 12 adolescents who had been diagnosed as mentally retarded in a
converted storage room in the basement, entered only from the rear of
the school. This was among the most enriching experiences of my life.
I soon found that among my so-called “retarded” kids, some were simply
hard of hearing, others were children of poor Mexican migrant workers
with little English proficiency, and still others were just considered “bad”
or unmanageable. I learned important lessons about intelligence and its
testing, creativity, human potential, and social myths.

PERSONAL LIBERATION AND SOCIAL CHANGE

In summer 1956 I ended what had been, from the beginning, a painful
marriage. My husband and I divided our meager assets equitably; we
owned no property and had little savings. Fortunately, we also had no
children. I had had an (illegal) abortion a year after our marriage on a
table in the back room of a physician’s office during early morning
hours before his legitimate patients appeared. I am grateful to him,
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despite his uncaring manner and the dreadful pain, and to my ex-
husband, who persuaded me to have the abortion. Terminating that
pregnancy enabled me to get on with my life in a positive way.

At the American Psychological Association’s convention in Chicago
in 1956 I was hired as a temporary assistant professor at the University
of Colorado. I filled my little blue Plymouth with clothes, books, and
notes and drove off to Boulder from California, the first time in my life
that I had ever driven such a distance by myself. I was launched on a
grand adventure, about to become part of a university faculty, and to
do something else 1 had never done before—live alone!

On my first day on the job, I met the man I married 2 years later.
Four years older than I, he was just finishing his dissertation, because
Army service during World War II had delayed his education while also
making it possible through the GI Bill. The department said goodbye
to me 2 years later, when they found the male “star” they had been
searching for. I married and moved to Lexington, Kentucky. My husband
had taken a job at the segregated state university, and I was hired to
teach at the state college for Black students. During my 10 years at the
college, I was the only White person on the faculty.

I had four children (one of whom died at birth) during these years,
and adjustments in my teaching schedule made it possible for me to be
my children’s primary caregiver. The respectful and flexible treatment
I received was not experienced by my husband; when he stayed home
one afternoon each week to enable me to go to work some 30 miles
away, he was derided by colleagues. In the early 1960s there were few
options that would permit both my husband and me to work full time
and raise a family. We settled on an arrangement in which he continued
on the traditional tenure track in academia while also doing a good bit
of the cooking, cleaning, and shopping. I did the heavy-duty child care
and taught part time. We worked together on research grants and proj-
ects. We tried various child-care arrangements—home helpers, care in
someone else’s home, or day care. Other women psychologists during this
period have had similar tales to tell (Chesler, Rothblum, & Cole, 1995).
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In Kentucky, we were part of the civil rights movement. We held
meetings, planned, marched, sang, and demonstrated. Sometimes we
were threatened and some of us got arrested, but our small group of
Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) activists succeeded in integrating
the lunch counters, restaurants, movie theaters, and other public places
in Lexington. Federal laws helped us eventually, but we had started the
job in our city and done it well. So, along with my commitment to
teaching and research and to my family, an important priority was social
change. My experiences with CORE affected my work and thinking
as a social psychologist and influenced my feminist activism in the
succeeding years.

WORK AND FAMILY: PERSONAL, POLITICAL,
AND PROFESSIONAL INTERSECTIONS

For a good number of years, when being a mother was my primary
role, I was essentially outside the academic mainstream, doing what I
called “professional hustling.” T did not move into a full-time tenure
track position in a department of psychology until 19 years after earning
my doctorate. As an outsider, I pursued my research interests and
retained my theoretical perspectives without thinking or worrying about
potential threats to my career.

My three children are now scattered across the United States. My
elder daughter, a technical writer, is the mother of a daughter. My
second daughter is a family and immigration attorney, also the mother
of a daughter. My son and youngest child, the father of three boys, is
a coastal planner. I am proud of my children’s values, the work that
they have chosen to do, and the various paths they have taken. I have
watched fearfully as my children made serious mistakes, but I have also
seen them grow in competence, confidence, and concern for others and
am heartened by the way they are living their adult lives.

I was not a traditional mother. Although the care, comfort, and
happiness of my children were always my highest priorities, I continued
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my professional work, with varied schedules depending on the circum-
stances. When we moved to Rhode Island in 1969, I had a good record
of published work.

Our move to Rhode Island brought us to the East Coast, where we
had family attachments, and back to ocean and beaches. It was a good
career move for my husband, and I was confident that I would find
something worthwhile. However, the southern New England psychologi-
cal community did not prove too hospitable (whether to women gener-
ally or to me personally, I could not be sure), and I discovered that my
decision to be second author on joint papers with my husband because
his name begins with an A and mine begins with B was cute personally
to us but not very smart professionally for me.

During the lean years before I was appointed dean of a new college
for 1st- and 2nd-year students in spring 1972, I did adjunct, underpaid
teaching wherever I could. I developed a women’s studies course (the
first at the University of Rhode Island), taught the introductory psychol-
ogy course to 900 students and then to 500 (at my request) students,
and continued to do research. When asked to be the dean of the new
college, an older and wiser me insisted on a tenure-track appointment
in the Psychology Department as well. When my time for promotion
to full professor arrived, my department chair asked me to wait—two
of my male colleagues were up for promotion and he did not want them
to have to compete with me. So I wrote a letter to my colleagues detailing
my record (which compared more than favorably with many of theirs)
and gained my department’s support. This was another lesson in sexism
and in what women must do in response to it.

Just as the time and place was right in Kentucky for civil rights activ-
ism, the time and place was right in Rhode Island for a feminist movement.
I became part of a strong core of women faculty who developed a women’s
studies major, successfully sued the state and university administration
for discrimination, and were instrumental in developing affirmative
action and sexual harassment policies. We supported each other through
tenure and promotion, strengthened each other as teachers and scholars,

44



BERNICE LOTT’S STORY

and watched each other and our students grow personally and profession-
ally and contribute to feminist theory and practice. A women’s group
of friends that some of us started in 1970 still continues to meet.

The direction of my research and teaching has followed a fairly
consistent course. From the beginning, I have been interested in problems
of social justice as related to interpersonal behavior. I started off with
an interest in attitudes and then saw the relevance of interpersonal liking
for the study of group cohesiveness. What followed was systematic
empirical and theoretical work on the antecedents and consequences of
liking and disliking. I defined these concepts in behavioral terms embed-
ded in a learning theory framework and tested hypotheses in ecologically
meaningful contexts.

Later, I moved from a focus on gender attitudes and beliefs to
the study of what men actually did in the presence of women (i.e.,
discriminatory behavior). I proposed a social psychological model of
interpersonal sexism in which prejudice (attitudes), stereotypes (beliefs),
and discrimination (avoidance or distancing behavior) are conceptually
and operationally distinguished, and I tested hypotheses in studies of
sexist discrimination in face-to-face situations. Of the other major
threads in my work on gender, one is theoretical and integrative and has
involved feminist critiques of androgyny, exploration of the relationship
between the feminist perspective and social psychology, critical analyses
of “essentialist” and trait-bound theories of gender, and development
of a social learning model. Another thread has been research and writing
on sexual harassment, coercion, and assault.

Intertwined with my continuing development as a feminist social
psychologist is my identity as a social activist. In addition, the personal
story recounted here has been influenced by the many among my family,
friends, students, and colleagues with whom I have shared the quest to
understand the meanings of gender, ethnicity, and social class and their
consequences for experience and behavior.

I cannot remember a time when my attitudes and values were not
consonant with feminism. Those of us who were left-leaning political
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activists before the mid-1960s generally referred to gender issues as
“the woman question.” But my feminist consciousness was inevitably
influenced by the times and by my own particular life circumstances. I
remember boasting, for example, as a very young married graduate
student in the early 1950s that I would be happy to stay at home with
small children and make my political contribution as a PTA mother
and good community citizen. As I recall those words, I marvel at the
strength of the social forces that led me to believe them. As it turned
out, however, my personal and professional path was very different from
what those words would lead one to expect.

My work on gender has paralleled my interest in the other social
variables in our society associated with inequities in power—especially
ethnicity and social class. Most recently, I have been teaching and writing
primarily about poverty as it affects the lives of women and families in
the United States. This focus on social class is intertwined with my work
on women’s issues. The distancing from poor people that is so evident
in our national culture, politics, and institutions and that has such
serious consequences for personal and national life (Lott, 2001, 2002a)
has been at the forefront of my attention for the past decade as both
citizen and psychologist.

I place myself proudly among those who identify as feminist scholars
and practitioners within science, the humanities, and politics. My per-
sonal odyssey, in which personal, political, and professional work are
intertwined, continues within the context of struggles for social justice,
the challenge to psychology by feminist questions, and the development
of a multicultural consciousness that appreciates diversity. Within the
arena of multiculturalism, respect for people who are poor appears to
be a difficult frontier, but some of us are determined that here, too,
progress will be made.
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Resolution on Poverty and
Socioeconomic Status

Adopted by the American Psychological Association, August 6, 2000

WHEREAS, the income gap between the poor and the rich has
continued to increase, with the average income of the poorest fifth of
the population down 6% and the average income of the top fifth up 30%
over the past 20 years (Bernstein, McNichol, Mishel, & Zahradnik, 2000);

WHEREAS, the poverty rate in the United States is higher now
than in nearly all years of the 1970s, child poverty (at 18.9% in 1998,
representing 13.5 million children) continues to be higher here than in
most other industrialized nations, and the proportion of the population
living below the poverty line in 1998 was 12.7% (representing 34.5
million people) (Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, 1999; U.S.
Census Bureau, 1999);

WHEREAS, although Whites represented the largest single group
among the poor in 1998, ethnic groups were overrepresented, with 26.1%
of African Americans, 25.6% of Hispanics, 12.5% of Asians and Pacific
Islanders, and 31% of American Indians on reservations living in poverty
(National Congress of American Indians, 2000; U.S. Census Bureau,
1999), compared with the 8.2% of Whites who were poor;

WHEREAS, families* with a female head of household had a poverty
rate of 29.9% in 1998 and comprised the majority of poor families (U.S.
Census Bureau, 1999);

From Resolution on Poverty and Socioeconomic Status by the American Psychological Association, 2000,
Washington, DC: American Psychological Association. Copyright 2000 by the American Psychological
Association. Retrieved June 26, 2006, from http://www.apa.org/pi/furban/povres.html

125



APPENDIX

WHEREAS, the Task Force on Women, Poverty, and Public Assis-
tance of the APA Society of the Psychology of Women (Division 35)
has documented from the social sciences research literature the root
causes of poverty and its impact for poor women, children, and their
families, and called for a more effective public policy founded on this
research base (Division 35 Task Force on Women, Poverty, and Public
Assistance, 1998);

WHEREAS, poverty is detrimental to psychological well-being, with
NIMH data indicating that low-income individuals are 2 to 5 times
more likely to suffer from a diagnosable mental disorder than those of
the highest SES group (Bourdon, Rae, Narrow, Manderschild, & Regier,
1994; Regier et al,, 1993), and poverty poses a significant obstacle to
getting help for these mental health problems (McGrath, Keita, Strick-
land, & Russo, 1990);

WHEREAS, accumulating research evidence indicates that the
greater the income gap between the poorest and the wealthiest in a
society, the higher the death rates for infants and adults and the lower
the life expectancy for all members of that society, regardless of SES
(Kawachi & Kennedy, 1997);

WHEREAS, the impact of poverty on young children is significant
and long lasting, limiting chances of moving out of poverty (McLoyd,
1998), poverty is associated with substandard housing, homelessness,
inadequate child care, unsafe neighborhoods, and underresourced
schools (Fairchild, 1984; Lott & Bullock, in press), and poor children
are at greater risk than higher income children for a range of problems,
including detrimental affects on 1Q, poor academic achievement, poor
socioemotional functioning, developmental delays, behavioral problems,
asthma, poor nutrition, low birth weight, and pneumonia (Geltman,
Meyers, Greenberg, & Zuckerman, 1996; McLoyd, 1998; Parker, Greer,
& Zuckerman, 1988);

WHEREAS, environmental factors such as environmental contami-
nants (e.g., lead paint, etc.), crowding, substandard housing, lack of
potable water, and so forth have detrimental effects on mental and
physical development that perpetuate and contribute to poverty;
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WHEREAS, low socioeconomic status is associated in women with
higher mortality rates and with osteoarthritis, hypertension, cervical
cancer, coronary heart disease, AIDS/HIV infection, and other chronic
health conditions (Adler & Coriell, 1997), and poor women are sicker
and more likely to have disabilities than their nonpoor counterparts,
limiting their employment options and straining their financial resources
(Falik & Collins, 1996; Olson & Pavetti, 1997);

WHEREAS, men living in poverty are at high risk of violence (Reiss
& Roth, 1993) and women living in poverty are at high risk of all
types of violence, including sexual abuse as children, with researchers
documenting reports by two thirds of poor mothers of severe violence
at the hands of a childhood caretaker and by 42% of child sexual
molestation (Browne & Bassuk, 1997), as well as severe and life threaten-
ing assaults as adults (Bassuk, Browne, & Buckner, 1996; Brooks &
Buckner, 1996; Colten & Allard, 1997; Roper & Weeks, 1993), which
presents obstacles to work and self-sufficiency (NOW Legal Defense and
Education Fund, 1997; Raphael, 1996);

WHEREAS, lack of affordable health insurance, including mental
health and substance abuse coverage, impedes health and well-being,
and poor women are over 3 times as likely as higher income women to
be uninsured: 36% versus 11 %, respectively (National Center for Health
Statistics, 1995);

WHEREAS, children of teenage pregnancy and single motherhood
are at high risk for a life of poverty, and birth control is not covered
by health insurance plans for a significant number of women;

WHEREAS, older adults often live on limited retirement incomes,
have limited prospects for future earnings, and frequently face over-
whelming health care costs; 13% of older women and 20% of older
persons living alone or with nonrelatives in 1998 lived on incomes below
the poverty level; and 49% of older African American women living
alone lived in poverty in 1998 (U.S. Census Bureau, 1999, cited in U.S,
Administration on Aging, 1999);

WHEREAS, lower socioeconomic status among older adults is asso-
ciated with higher rates of medical and psychological disorders, poor
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older adults have poorer access to medical care, prescription medications,
long-term care, and community-based care (Estes, 1995), and Medicare
funds mental health care at a lower rate than medical care, and this
further limits the access for older adults in poverty to mental health
and substance abuse services;

WHEREAS, migrant families are by the nature of their work and life
circumstances poorly served by health and mental health professionals
(Portes & Rumbaut, 1996; Wilk, 1986);

WHEREAS, undocumented immigrants are vulnerable to legal ac-
tions that inhibit their access to health and mental health services,
compounding issues of poverty and limited English language proficiency
(Olivera, Effland, & Hamm, 1993);

WHEREAS, research focused on low-income groups including immi-
grants, ethnic minorities, minimum wage workers, families receiving pub-
lic assistance, the homeless, migrant workers, and older women is limited;

WHEREAS, low-income groups are the targets of discrimination
based on their socioeconomic status as well as other social indicators
such as race/ethnicity and gender (Lott, in press);

WHEREAS, perceptions of the poor and of welfare—by those not
in those circumstances—tend to reflect attitudes and stereotypes that
attribute poverty to personal failings rather than socioeconomic struc-
tures and systems and that ignore strengths and competencies in these
groups (Ehrenreich, 1987; Katz, 1989; Quadagno, 1994), and public
policy and anti-poverty programs continue to reflect these stereotypes
(Bullock, 1995; Furnham, 1993; Furnham & Gunter, 1984; Rubin &
Peplau, 1975);

WHEREAS, programs that ensure that poor individuals and families
have basic needs met are important in addressing the impact of poverty;

WHEREAS, ethnic strife and war disrupt the economic, public
health, and social systems comprising the safety net that helps ensure
basic needs are met;

WHEREAS, psychologists as researchers, service providers, educa-
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tors, and policy advocates have a responsibility to better understand the
causes of poverty and its impact on health and mental health, to help
prevent and reduce the prevalence of poverty and to effectively treat
and address the needs of low-income individuals and families by building
on the strengths of communities;

WHEREAS, psychologists are ethically guided to “respect the funda-
mental rights, dignity, and worth of all people” (American Psychological
Association, Ethical Principles of Psychologists and Code of Conduct,
1992);

WHEREAS, “psychologists are aware of their professional and scien-
tific responsibilities to the community and the society in which they
work and live” (American Psychological Association, Ethical Principles
of Psychologists and Code of Conduct, 1992);

THEREFORE, Be it resolved that the American Psychological
Association:

1. Will advocate for more research that examines the causes and
impact of poverty, economic disparity, and related issues such as socio-
economic status, classism, ageism, unintended pregnancy, environmental
factors, ethnic strife and war, stereotypes, the stigma and feelings of
shame associated with poverty, and mental and physical health problems,
including depression, substance abuse, intimate violence, child sexual
abuse, and elder abuse, as well as advocate for the broader dissemination
of these research findings.

2. Will advocate for more research on prejudicial and negative atti-
tudes toward the poor by other persons who may individually or collec-
tively perpetuate policies that tolerate poverty and social inequality.

3. Will advocate for more research on special populations who are
poor (women and children, immigrants, undocumented immigrants,
migrants, ethnic minorities, older people, people with disabilities and
other chronic health conditions such as AIDS/HIV infection, and rural
and urban populations).

4. Will advocate for research that identifies and learns from indige-
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nous efforts by low-income people to work together to solve personal
and shared problems or create organizations that advocate effectively
for social justice.

5. Will recommend that where possible and appropriate socioeco-
nomic status be identified for published reports of social sciences
research.

6. Will advocate for incorporating evaluation and assessment tools
and for encouraging integrative approaches such as the building of
public and private community partnerships in programs addressing
the issue of poverty and the poor, which psychological research has
identified as effective strategies for addressing community level issues
and problems.

7. Will encourage in psychological graduate and postgraduate educa-
tion and training curricula more attention to the causes and impact of
poverty, to the psychological needs of poor individuals and families, and
to the importance of developing “cultural competence” and sensitivity to
diversity around issues of poverty in order to be able to help prevent
and reduce the prevalence of poverty and to treat and address the needs
of low-income clients.

8. Will support public policy that encourages access for all children
to high-quality early childhood education and a high-quality public
school education, better equipping individuals for self-sufficiency.

9. Will support public policy that ensures access to postsecondary
education and training that allows working families to earn a self-
sufficient wage to meet their family’s needs.

10. Will support public policy and programs that ensure adequate
income, access to sufficient food and nutrition, and affordable and safe
housing for poor people and all working families.

11. Will support public policy that ensures access to family-friendly
jobs offering good quality health insurance, including coverage for com-
prehensive family planning, mental health and substance abuse services,
flexible work schedules, and sufficient family and medical leave.

12. Will support public policy that ensures access to comprehensive
family planning in private and public health insurance coverage.
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13. Will support public policy that ensures parity with medical
coverage for mental health and substance abuse services under Medicare
and Medicaid and ensures for all individuals, regardless of ability to
pay, access to health care and mental health and substance abuse treat-
ment that is comprehensive and culturally sensitive, that accommodates
the needs of the children of parents seeking treatment, and that addresses
the special needs of older adults in poverty, including prescriptions and
long-term care.

14. Will support public policy that encourages access for all children
to high-quality early health care.

15. Will support public policy that ensures for all working families
access to affordable, high-quality child care, which is available year
round, for the full day, and for all work shifts, as well as before- and
after-school care.

16. Will support public policy that provides early intervention and
prevention for vulnerable children and families that enhance parenting,
education, and community life so that children can develop the necessary
competencies to move out of poverty.

17. Will support public policy that provides early interventions and
prevention for vulnerable children and families that are strengths-based,
community-based, flexible, sensitive to culture and ethnic values of the
family, and that have a long-lasting impact.

*The word family should be understood to incorporate the functions
of family members rather than their biological sex or sexual orientation,
for example, lesbian heads of household.
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