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several jobs while going to school full time. Many people with children
are out working at a job when they wish they were home with their
families. A t  the same time, the difference is increasing between the
incomes of average people and the very rich. I-laving a job isn't enough
to guarantee a decent life—almost one out o f  every five homeless
people has a job.' As the number of service sector jobs grows, more
and more people work in boring, poorly paid jobs with no hope o f
escape. And yet, in television and movies we are represented as a
country o f  well-fed, well-dressed people, concerned abou t
relationships and crime, but not ever about how to pay the rent or get
childcare. What we see is a nation without economic problems, without
classes.

Dominant ideas about freedom reinforce the idea of classlessness.
The poor are seen as people who don't work hard enough, who don't
have the discipline to run their lives well, or who use drugs. In addition
to the everyday hardships of  poverty, the poor in the United States
must deal with the humiliation that goes along with other people's view
that they have brought their problems upon themsleves. And many
poor people have internalized this negative view and blame themselves
for their plight.

The idea that there are social forces pushing people into poverty
and keeping them there, while keeping others wealthy remains foreign
to most people in the United States.
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When we look at people's relations to the means of production in a
capitalist society, we see that most people must work for a wage. When
people work, they trade their time and capabilities for money. The
owners o f  the means o f  production get to set the terms o f  the
relationship and decide what we will do during our working hours. But
they don't completely control the situation. In a class-divided sociecy,
members o f  different classes often act in  ways that advance the
interests of their class.

Marx called that process class stniggle. He argued that class struggle
happens constantly as members o f  each class jockey to improve its
situation. Eventually, he thought, class struggle would get elevated to
the level of a revolution in which workers would finally achieve what is
ultimately in their highest interest: the abolition of the capitalist system.

In the class struggle that takes place every day, members of  the
owning class try to get as much profit as they can by controlling labor
processes and by cutting back on overhead costs such as health care.
They also engage in struggle with society as a whole to improve their
situation. Corporations fight for lower taxes; for the government to pay
for the infrastructure they need, such as roads; and for the government
to discipline the workforce, for  example, by making unionization
difficult.

Members of the working class will also often work to improve their
situation as a class through trying to get higher wages, better working
conditions, and by trying to get their governments to provide for social
needs.

Labor parties, socialist parties, and unions in Europe worked hard
throughout the 20th century to win guarantees from the state for basic
protections such as health care for all, livable minimum wages, and time
off to take care of children. And whenever members of the ruling class
fought to take away those protections, the working class fought hard to
protect them, often with massive multi-union strikes.

US working people have often joined forces t o  gain better
conditions. And yet, because the working class in the United States is
deeply divided along racial lines, and because many o f  its members
believe so strongly in the ideology of  freedom, its gains in the class
struggle have not been as strong as they could be in the future.

Class strtruggle
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Belief in class mobility is one o f  the core ideas that keeps US
working people from engaging in struggle for their class. Many people
believe that if they work hard enough they can become wealthy, as can
anyone in the United States.

I f  those who are in the working class can move out if we try, then
there's no need to improve things for the class as a whole. Our goals
become focused instead on improving our own individual situations.

The reality is that most people in the United States work for a wage.
While some people do  change classes, class situation is largely
inherited. The very wealthy pass on their wealth to their children, the
professional middle classes pass on education and cultural resources
that allow their children to  maintain a  professional middle-class
position. Children of the poor generally go to poorly funded schools,
have no resources to start businesses, and don't have the cultural
training to easily become members of the professional middle class.

For Marx, the basic structure o f  a capitalist society could be
understood as the conflict between the owning class and the working
class. The owners, through their ability to control the social resources
needed for survival, are in a position of dominance in their relationship
with members of the working class. According to Harry Braverman in
Labor and Monopoly Capital, the owners reap profits when they control
the work process in such a way as to get high levels of productivity from
the workers.

Labor, like all life processes and bodily functions, is an inalienable
property o f  the human individual. Muscle and brain cannot be
separated from the persons possessing them; one cannot endow
another with one's own capacity for work, no matter at what price,
any more than one can eat, sleep, or perform sex acts for another.
Thus, in the exchange, the worker does not surrender to the capitalist
his or her capacity for work. The worker retains it, and the capitalist
can take advantage of the bargain only by setting the worker to work.
It is of course understood that the useful effects or products of labor
belong to the capitalist. But what the worker sells, and what the
capitalist buys, is not an agreed amount of labor, but the power to labor over an
agreed period of time.3

Lack of class mobility

The owning class
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Thus, it is in the interest of  the owners to do what they can to
ensure that the workers perform their labor as productively as possible.
This often involves the development o f  time-saving machinery, the
development of more efficient ways of doing things, and struggles to
get the workers to work harder for the same amount of pay.

In businesses like fast food operations, owners profit by having the
production process so efficiently organized that practically every move
of the worker is planned by engineers. Because little training is required,
workers are easily fit into the process and easily replaced if they become
less than optimally productive. Unskilled work means low wages, o f
course. In higher wage employment, employers profit from the training
that goes into the worker, and employers work to make sure people stay
on the job and that their skills are put to use. Managers work to make
sure each person is working to his or her potential. And managers who
don't perform that function usually don't last long on the job.

All this regimentation and specialization makes capitalism an
incredible engine for the development of ever more sophisticated ways
of producing things. There is profit to be made in developing new
machines that automate assembly lines. There is profit to be made in
reducing the number of steps from cash register to milkshake machine.
And there is profit to be made in  prefabricating building trusses.
Businesses in a capitalist society are in constant competition with one
another, and any business that isn't able to return a reasonable profit
loses out in the competition with other businesses.

Members o f  the working class must also compete in the labor
market to survive. I f  they want to create a situation o f  security for
themselves and their family members, they are coerced to participate in
capitalist processes. Linking up in a union allows workers to resist
excessive coercion by collectively demanding better conditions. But
generally, in  a  capitalist society, those who do not  own enough
resources to employ others have little choice but to sell their labor for a
wage and compete with other workers for better jobs.

As a class, owners will tend to bond together to protect their
interests. They will use their power to get the state, the media, and the
educational system to protect their class interests. According to The
New Field Guide to the US Et-ono/nil, the wealthiest 10 percent of people in
the United States own 88 percent of all stocks and mutual funds, 92
percent of all business equity, and 90 percent of all financial securities.
4 Edwards, Reich, and Weisskopf write in their book The Capildihr
System,
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The super-rich capitalists associated with the giant corporations
constitute the most privileged and politically powerful part of the
capitalist class. Through their control o f  large corporations, they
command vast economic, political, legal, and ideological resources.
Since they have the most far-flung interests, they are the most likely
to perceive the needs of capitalism as a system and to act upon that
perception.
5
While these super-rich capitalists are in  competition with one

another, most of  them also can see the big picture of their common
interests. Paul Sweezy, one of the founders of Montbbi Review, a Marxist
theoretical journal, writes,

capitalists can and do fight among themselves to further individual or
group interests, and they differ over the best way of coping with the
problems which arise from their class position; but overshadowing
all these divisions is their common interest in  preserving and
strengthening a system which guarantees their wealth and privileges.
6We can get a glimpse at how this concentration o f  ownership

affects the political world when we look at political contributions. In
the United States, individual business people and business-related
political actions committees (PACs) contributed $450 million to
political campaigns in 1995-96, while labor contributed a total of $49
million, and all other groups combined contributed $71 million.
7 W i t hthese figures, it is easy to see why politicians rarely pass legislation that
is in the interest of the working class and not in the interest of business.

Besides using the political system to support their class interests,
the members o f  the owning class also use the legal system. In  the
history of US law, we can see a perpetual struggle over the relationship
of the legal system to the class formation. According to Howard Zinn
in A People's Histog of the United States,

The Constitution... .illustrates the complexity o f  the American
system: that it serves the interests of the wealthy elite, but it also does
enough for small property owners, for middle-income mechanics
and farmers, t o  build a  broad base o f  support. The slightly
prosperous people who make up this base of  support are buffers
against the blacks, the Indians, the very poor whites. They enable the
elite to keep control with a minimum of  coercion, a maximum of
law—all made palatable by the fanfare of patriotism and tmity.
8The legal system largely works to protect the interests o f  the

wealthy. But i f  it only did this, it would lose its legitimacy. Thus, in
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practice, it ends up being a site of contestation—a place where people
with different interests make demands. The legal system is slanted
heavily toward the interests o f  the owning class, but i t  is dynamic
enough that it often also serves to protect the interests of the working
class. Sometimes US labor unions are able to pressure the government
to pass laws that protect the safety of people on the job; unfortunately,
the ruling class often weakens these laws either as they are implemented
or through repeal.

US history textbooks tend to focus on the story of the Pilgrims and
other Europeans who were fleeing persecution. These stories leave the
impression that democracy and religious freedom were the founding
principles of the United States. I f  we look more closely at origins of the
colonies, we get a very different picture.

The major impulse that drove people from Europe to the New
World in those early years was profit-making. The original purpose of
Columbus' first voyage was trade with Asia; once it was realized that
that plan wasn't going to work, the next voyages were undertaken to
fmd gold, and then to set up colonial, slave-based plantations.

Columbus' voyages were sponsored by the Spanish monarchy as
business ventures, much the same as hundredg of  other mercantilist
projects launched in that period. Columbus set sail at the time of the
beginnings o f  capitalism. Indeed, i f  w e  accept Abu-Lugod's
interpretation of  the rise o f  capitalism, Columbus' voyages and the
integration of the Americas and the African slave trade were critical
chapters in the story of Europe's rise to power and of the development
of capitalism.

In a powerful and provocative essay called "Columbus and the
Origins o f  Racism in the Americas," Guyanian novelist Jan Carew
writes,

With Columbus' journey to the Americas, the new ethic evolved into
full flower. The ideology of the church with its theoretical postulate
that all true believers were equal in the sight o f  God (and this
included the new convert as well as the person born into the faith)
gave way to the ideology of capitalism which turned human beings,
particularly those whose labor was i n  demand i n  the newly
discovered lands, into commodities, chattels and so many facelesy
ciphers in a juggernaut of production and profit. Usury, a practi4

Class and race formatitions of US capitalism
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excoriated by the medieval church for centuries, was transformed,
expanded, and legitimized, as feudalism, wilting at its roots, lost
ground to an ineluctable and predatory capitalism. This new and
seemingly invincible system was sustained by a hitherto unsurpassed
greed for gold and a passion for discovery, empire building, slavery,
and profit making.
9The first non-natives to permanently settle in what is now the

United States were "African slaves left in South Carolina in 1526 by
Spaniards who abandoned a settlement attempt.") Before the Pilgrims
landed at Plymouth Rock, the Spanish had settled a third of what we
now know as the United States.

The Europeans who colonized the northeastern part of the United
States also were engaged mostly in business ventures. Few o f  the
settlements were driven by flight from religious persecution. The•
London Company and the Plymouth Company were joint-stock
ventures that sent settlers to colonize the United States in order to
engage in businesses such as logging and trade."

Capitalism has been entwined with issues of  race from its very
beginnings, but more so in the Americas than in Europe. In England, as
capitalism was developing, the working class was almost all white.
People of color who were a part of the English economic system lived
in faraway colonies. I n  contrast, as capitalism developed in more
racially diverse North America, work and social life were organized
along racial lines. Racial formation is such a dominant part of the US
historical experience that we often see ourselves more as members of
racial groups than as having any class position, a consciousness that
often seems strange to Europeans.

In order to have a clear understanding of how class operates in the
United States, it is helpful to understand the ways that members of
different racial groups have different historical experiences o f  the
workings of capitalism.

African Americans f irst entered the US economic order as
enslaved people. This meant that, while they were doing the work that
produced the much o f  the wealth that the nation's economy was
founded on, their work was not based on wage labor.

Once slavery was abolished, many African Americans found
themselves in a situation similar to that o f  slavery. In much of  the
South, slavery was replaced with sharecropping. In that system, those
who worked the land were paid a share of what they had grown; the rest
went to the landlords. I f  the crop was bad, the farmworker ended up
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going into debt, needing to pay the landowner for seed, fertilizer, and
supplies. This system ended up maintaining many o f  the economic
aspects of slavery long into the 20th century. Many African American
women also worked in the households of landowners or professionals,
in forms o f  domestic labor that combined elements o f  feudal and
patriarchal relations along with capitalist ones.

Barriers to equal participation in the system of capitalist labor still
exist for African Americans. Labor unions largely excluded them until
the 1930s. White Americans came to see African Americans as not
really legitimate workers in the wage system. They have continued to be
pushed to the margins of the economic system, often still working in
low-wage service jobs. The methods of exclusion have been legion and
continue to this day.

While African Americans became integrated into the economy of
the United States as a super-highly exploited group, Native Americans
have generally been pushed out o f  the economic order altogether.
When the colonists first arrived in North America, they often worked
closely with indigenous peoples in order to learn how to survive in this
new and strange land. After that first period of learning was over, the
mistreatment intensified. While Spanish colonists succeeded i n
enslaving indigenous people i n  Central and South America, the
Caribbean, and in the US Southwest, the English colonists chose
extermination a n d  expulsion a s  t he i r  preferred method o f
expropriating indigenous resources.

At various times, the US government has tried the strategy o f
forced assimilation for Native Americans. Much of the rhetoric of the
ruling class i n  the f i rst  centuries o f  colonization claimed that
indigenous peoples were backward and that their lives would be
improved i f  they could be trained to embr ce Christian beliefs and
European habits. Rhetoric aside, assimil o n  campaigns worked
exactly as intended by colonial leaders, brea g  down the communal
structures that had kept communities together and making expulsion of
tribes from their land easier for the colonists to accomplish.

The process of coerced assimilation often focused on indigenous
women. In  most indigenous societies, women did hard agricultural
labor and were important parts o f  the social decision-making
processes. One o f  the tasks the Europeans set for themselves in
conquering the Native Americans was to transform their gendered
divisions of labor.
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In an essay titled "Distinctions in Western Women's Experience:
Ethnicity, Class, and Social Change," historian Itosalinda Mendez
Gonzalez writes that leaders of colonist expansion

recognized that to break down Indian resistance it was necessary to
undermine the tribal and clan social organization of the Indians and
to enforce upon them the individual nuclear family, with the
husband the authority figure over the women and children. This
attempt had the multiple purposes of forcing the Indians to alienate
their communal tribal lands, breaking their economic and social clan
organization, transforming them into individualist and competitive
capitalist farmers, and providing the nuclear family institution
through which the ideology of  private property, individualism and
dominant-subordinate relations could be passed on.
12Once land was held by private individuals, those individuals could be•

coerced through violence, starvation, or bribery to give up their land.
Some indigenous groups, such as the Cherokee, did adapt and

develop social forms that were hybrids of  European and indigenous
ways. For a while, the Cherokee thrived and it looked as if some form
of coexistence for  groups that bent to European ways might be
possible. The cruel lesson from this experience was that as soon as
colonists were interested i n  the land occupied b y  Cherokees,
assimilated or not, they were forced to leave it. And the assimilation
process made this easier.

While Native Americans today populate every class and economic
strata, indigenous culture and many Native Americans continue to exist
largely outside the dominant class system. Life on the reservation is
based on a combination o f  traditional communal tribal economic
relations and, where the land is so poor or the social relations so
destroyed as to not allow subsistence lifestyles to thrive, dependence on
government subsidies. While many non-indigenous people today see as
tragic what has been done to indigenous Americans, they also believe
that the destruction of  idigenous cultures was inevitable, that Native
American traditions are incompatible with modem life and wil l
eventually disappear. And yet, while the position of Native Americans
in the economic structure remains extremely marginal, there is a
dramatic resurgence of Native American culture going on.

There is incredible work going on to reclaim lands, to protect
languages and cultural traditions, and to develop economic resources
that will lift people out of poverty.
13 I n  a d d i t i o n  
t o  
t r a d i t i o n a l  
e c o n o m
i c
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activities, many tribes have used their semi-sovereign status to create
commercial gambling businesses, which have generated resources
needed t o  run autonomous cultural, educational, and economic
systems. With the development of the casino economy, a new hybrid
system seems to be emerging, with the tribal governments collectively
owning economic resources that are administered i n  traditional
capitalist ways, exploiting the wage labor of those who work in them.

Asians and Latinos have been largely concentrated at the lower end
of the working class for much of US history. Interestingly, when the
United States annexed half of Mexico in 1848, members of the Mexican
ruling class came along with the poor and the Native Americans. Some
of them were absorbed into the US owning class, but most had their
land expropriated through complex legal maneuvers. This part of our
history is largely ignored, and all Latinos are often assumed to be
foreigners and recent immigrants.

Many of the Asians and Latinos who came to the United States in
the 19th century came as single men working in jobs highly segregated
by race and gender. Women from these groups were generally not
allowed to immigrate. When the work was completed, the men were
expected to leave. The image o f  these ethnicities as outsiders has
persisted, and it remains one of the core racist concepts used against
them. They are often seen as not belonging, as unloyal to the country.

The role of these groups as outsiders and not as full members of
the capitalist economic order was developed in the 19th century in ways
that helped consolidate whites into a coherent racial group. According
to Tomas Almaguer, at that time the ideology of "free labor" unified
the interests of whites of different classes.

White Americans of all classes—the European American working
class, p e t i t e  bourgeoisie, a n d  self-employed proper t ied
class—accepted the social world this ideology promoted: a n
expanding capitalist society based on free labor, individualism,
market relations, and private property.14
"Free labor" was free in the sense that workers were neither

enslaved nor indentured; at least hypothetically they could bargain with
owners for the terms of their employment. And while it wasn't really
free, workers were led to believe that they were free under it.

This racist labor division was the foundation of US capitalist class
relations. And while it exploited the white working class, it provided
whites a sense of dignity and superiority in comparison to people of
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color who were forced t o  participate i n  feudal and slave-based
economic systems. While many Latinos and Asians were petit-
bourgeois shopkeepers, traders, and independent miners, i n  the
popular consciousness they were still associated with semi-feudal farm
labor and the slave-like conditions of contract labor.

There emerged during this period a strong symbolic association
between different minority groups, on the one hand, and various
pre-capitalist economic formations on the other. White antipathy
toward Mexicans, Native Americans, and Chinese and Japanese
immigrants was typically couched within the rubric o f  this "free
white labor"/"unfree nonwhite labor" dichotomy: Mexicans became
inimically associated with the "unproductive," semi-feudal rancho
economy that European Americans rapidly undermined after
[California's] statehood; Indians with a "primitive" communal mode
of existence that white settlers ruthlessly eradicated through violence
and forced segregation; and Asian immigrants with a "degraded"
unfree labor systems unfairly competing with and fettering white
labor) 5

Blacks were associated with slavery and with the virtual slavery o f
sharecropping.

The hostility of the white working class towards including people
of color in their organizations—and in their sense of  solidarity as a
working class—helped to keep these racist "pre-capitalist" systems of
labor in existence. When the Federal Wage and Hours law was passed
as part of New Deal legislation in 1938, it specifically excluded farm
labor from its protections.
16 F a r m  
l a b o r  
w a s  
i n s t e a
d  
r e g u l a
t e d  
u n d
e r  
t h
e

Farm Labor Standards Act, which was much weaker. This separation
continues in some forms to the present day and partially accounts for
horrendous working and living conditions for farm laborers, most of
whom are people o f  color. The legal standards for working hours,
health, and safety in farm labor are all much lower than for the rest of
the working class.

Wkite maxi unitti ttnittke tAck of ams conscicrosness
Racist ideology, promoted b y  socially conservative a n d

pro-capitalist groups, leaves many whites believing that they are more
deserving of  the benefits o f  society than people o f  color, and that
people of color are given social benefits that come out of the pockets of
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whites. These beliefs lead to a white unity that tends to blunt the edge
of class divisions.

The mid-19th century—when there were large immigrations from
Europe and the non-white population expanded with the annexation of
the western states and Asian immigration—was also a  time o f
expansion and consolidation of  the concept o f  the white race. The
concept of the white race expanded to include immigrant groups, such
as the Irish, Germans, Jews, and Slavic people, who had previously
been excluded from the definition of white. Before that time, each of
those groups had been discriminated against by the dominant English
and Protestant groups. Conflict with Mexico, and to some extent the
rise of Chinese immigration, made it possible in the 1840s and -
1 8 5 0 sfor leading Democrats to  develop racial schemes that gathered all
European settlers together as whites against the "colored" races.

The idea of white unity also helped bridge the differences between
whites of different classes. This consolidation of the white race has had
very important implications for the development of the class structure
of the contemporary United States. There has been some degree of
unity among people who see themselves as white, and this unity crosses
class lines. This racial unity among whites has ended up helping the
ruling class keep many white people loyal to the capitalist system as
privileged workers within it.

Historically, many radicals have argued that attention to  race
divides the working class. They claim that the most important conflict
in a capitalist society is between the owners of the means of production
and the workers. They argue that the path to class liberation is unity,
and unity is achieved by focusing on what working people from
different races have in common

Eugene Debs was the very successful leader of the Socialist Party
toward the end of the 19th century. He was imprisoned for speaking
out against US involvement in World War I  and received almost a
million votes when he campaigned from his prison cell to be elected US
president. In discussions of race, Debs shared the view of many radicals
of his titne.
17 H e  
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We have simply to open the eyes of as many Negroes as we can and
do battle for emancipation from wage slavery, and when the working
class have triumphed in the class struggle and stand forth economic
as well as political free men, the race problem will disappear.18
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Others have attempted to build class unity between the races by
teaching whites about the ways that racism is bad for the white working
class. Keeping African Americans out of unions, for example, meant
that Blacks were available to be used as strike breakers. Their exclusion
kept them from feeling solidarity with the striking workers. This lack of
multiracial unity leads to an inability of the working class to advocate
for its interests as a whole.

In 1948, Black communist organizer Harry Haywood wrote,
It is not accidental that where the Negroes are most oppressed, the
position of  whites is also most degraded.... "[Kleeping the Negro
down" spells for the entire South the nation's lowest wage and living
standards.... Sharecropping has drawn in to i ts  orbi t  tens o f
thousands of  white workers.... Political controls which are aimed
primarily at the disenfranchisement of the Negro have also resulted
in depriving the mass of the poor whites of their right to a ballot.
19Presently, there are many way3 racism keeps the white working

class from acting in ways that are in the interest of the working class as a
whole. Politicians are able to mobilize white workers' resentments
against "undeserving poor people who sponge off the system." In the
debate over welfare that took place in 1996, an image was created of the
undeserving welfare cheat. In popular consciousness, this person was
typically a Black female, even though the majority of people on welfare
at that time were white. Anti-Black racism was mobilized in ways that
hurt poor whites as well as poor people of color.

Similarly, racism has been used to mobilize resentments against
undocumented immigrants in ways that hurt the working class. Arguing
that US citizen workers have a "right to jobs" and undocumented
people don't, the government uses these distinctions to crack down on
undocumented people when they attempt to unionize and count on
racist resentments to prevent white workers from coming to the aid of
immigrants. And yet the presence of large numbers of non-unionized
workers in any given industry drives down wages, hurting all people in
those sectors, no matter what their race or nationality.

When US auto makers were beginning to develop their global
approach to manufacturing, anti-Asian racism developed among white,
African American, and Latino workers. The mainstream media
deflected blame for the loss of jobs from the actions of the US-based
manufacturers and focused on the rise o f  Asian manufacturers. A
violent wave of anti-Asian hysteria hit the country, and little attention
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