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Politics and the American
Class Vernacular
Jack Metzgar

The American working class has long been hidden
within the concept of a sprawling “middle class” that
claims to embrace almost everyone, but usually does
not.  Recent works of politically savvy social science
have once again pointed to a “working-class majority”
and its importance in twenty-first-century U.S.
politics.  But analytic rigor and factual accuracy by
themselves are no match for the ridiculously false but
culturally powerful American class vernacular.

DURING THE SUMMER OF 2000, THE “WORKING CLASS” AS a demo-
graphic category made a brief but dramatic appearance at
the heart of American politics. It transformed charter-mem-

ber New Democrat Al Gore into a temporary populist, breathing new
life into Democrats who at the time faced what seemed like a Bush
juggernaut. Then the “working class,” as is its tendency, quietly dis-
appeared into the mists of the American class vernacular.

The vernacular routinely forgets that there is a working class, and
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this leads to all kinds of mistakes and illusions—in politics, policy,
economics, and cultural understanding. Envisioning American soci-
ety as made up of a sprawling “middle class” that includes almost
everyone, all those who are neither “rich” nor “poor,” the vernacular
cannot withstand the most superficial scrutiny, but as an everyday
way of fitting oneself into a bigger picture, the vernacular is power-
ful. It is also cagey, and resists direct frontal attacks with richly shift-
ing connotations that satisfy something deep and abiding in American
culture. It can be momentarily startled by good social science, but its
collective wisdom must be appreciated and respected if the working
class (as concept and reality) is ever to be recognized as an essential
part of American life.

Two works of politically savvy social science appeared in the spring
of 2000 to point out (not for the first time) that the working class is
a majority in the United States. One—America’s Forgotten Majority, by
Ruy Teixeira and Joel Rogers—was a political science analysis of the
1990s American electorate by race, class, gender, and union house-
hold. This one influenced a Gore adviser, who talked Gore into try-
ing to appeal to an actual majority rather than to a figment of the
New Democrat imagination. The other book—The Working Class Ma-
jority, by economist Michael Zweig—developed a delicate analysis of
occupations and economic power relations to articulate a compre-
hensive three-class model (working class, middle class, and capitalist
class) as an alternative to the vernacular’s trinity of rich, poor, and
middle.1 Both books directly challenged the vernacular, showing its
ridiculous imprecision and revealing the realities that imprecision
obscures. Both, in different ways, realized the political significance
(the “subversiveness,” in the language of English departments) of the
words “working class” and the reality they denote. Both also realized
that part of the power of the vernacular is its simplicity—only three
classes, not long strings of occupational, income, or cultural catego-
ries, as sociologists, economists, and marketers are wont to do—and
they kept the basic terms of their analyses clear and simple (though
the analyses themselves are complex).

Neither, unfortunately, made much of a dent in the power of the
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American class vernacular to obscure our shared social reality. But
each, with its clear division of the vernacular’s “middle class” into a
working class and a professional middle class, has laid a foundation
for Working-Class Studies <<please explain Working Class Stud-
ies, see query later in article>> to chart an agenda of research and
debate that can provide a persistent, permanent challenge to the
vernacular.

This article will try to build on that foundation by critically re-
viewing Teixeira and Rogers’s and Zweig’s work. I begin with the ba-
sic story of the 2000 election to illustrate both the potential of
Working-Class Studies to redefine American politics and the power
of the vernacular to frustrate that potential. Then I will assess the
viability of Zweig’s three-class model as an alternative to the ver-
nacular and will find it politically inferior to a concerted effort to
insert a more pliable (and shifting) concept of the working class into
the rich-poor-and-middle vernacular, thereby transforming it.

I will then look at different ways of conceptualizing the difference
between “working class” and “middle class”—by occupation (Zweig),
by income (the core of the existing vernacular), by education (Teixeira
and Rogers), by self-identification, and by culture. Though these dif-
ferent ways of defining social classes are not entirely compatible with
each other, I will argue that none can be ignored and that we do not
need a univocal definition that excludes various ways that people
think of class in our society. Rather we need to ensure attention to a
“working class” within each of these ways and to make it impossible
to hide this social reality within a ubiquitous “middle class.”

Part of the power of the American vernacular conception of “middle
class” is the protean way it shifts meanings to suit different situa-
tions and contexts without appearing to contradict itself. To trans-
form the vernacular, I argue, we need a similarly protean conception
of “working class” as part of a four-class vernacular (rich, poor, work-
ing, and middle). Such an approach still obscures important realities,
but it promises much in clarifying the popular dynamics of Ameri-
can politics and maybe even transforming that politics in a more
democratic and inclusive direction.
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Al Gore as Working-Class Hero

There must be several thousand people who make their living as full-
time “political analysts”—not only at universities and think tanks,
but also at public opinion and political consulting firms. They pore
over polling and voting data, using an incredibly sophisticated array
of statistical tools, many of which are now embodied in relatively
easy-to-use computer software. This kind of work can make your head
spin because of the complexity of the American electorate and the
larger population that may or may not be part of that electorate at
any given time. And things—demographics and public attitudes—are
constantly changing. What was indicates what might be, but not with-
out plenty of surprises. To be useful, political analysts have to sim-
plify, literally ignoring most of their data in order to present a picture
that might be strategically useful to practitioners (politicians and
their staffs, as well as marketers of other sorts).

In the mid- and late 1990s, most political analysts concluded that
the “typical” or “swing” voters were something called “soccer moms”
and their tag-along husbands, “wired workers.” These folks, as re-
ported by the New York Times (<<name of author and article?>> May
4, 1999), are “affluent independent voters and high-technology em-
ployees who work miles from any city.” They are white, college-edu-
cated, and “solidly middle class,” usually professional or managerial
workers. They are also uniformly married with children, and the “soc-
cer mom” image is meant to capture the harried life of a working
mother busy shuttling her children to sporting events and other af-
ter-school activities, characteristically in a minivan. This group, polled
and focus-grouped with regularity, is thought to have a distinctive
political outlook that reflects its relatively privileged position and
optimism about the future. As Rogers and Teixeira put it: “No big
[government] programs, please, because we really don’t need them,
but little, cheap ones are okay, provided they target one of our few
remaining problems.”2

Though widely embraced across parties and ideologies, this pic-
ture of the American electorate was particularly pushed by New Demo-
crats, who emphasized the “mom” because she was more likely to
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vote Democratic, but who were also wildly optimistic that executive
and professional (white) dads could be talked out of their two-to-one
century-long Republicanism. Traditional Democrats, the New Demo-
crats argued, were hopelessly and increasingly out-of-date with their
focus on the blue-collar working class (which is declining), union house-
holds (also declining), blacks and poor people (often seen as synony-
mous and neither of whom vote much). This old-fashioned focus, New
Dems said, alienates the forward-looking middle class that is busy pull-
ing itself and its children up by its bootstraps. (Hispanics, particularly
in the mid-1990s, were subject to debate because everybody recognized
them as a growing group with uncertain political proclivities.)

Though contested, particularly by union and black leaders who
(correctly) thought they could increase the turnout or the Demo-
cratic proclivity of their constituencies, the “soccer mom–wired
worker” image of the American electorate held sway until Rogers and
Teixeira blew it up with a summary version of their analysis in the
June 2000 Atlantic.

Using data similar to that presented below on occupation, income,
and education, Teixeira and Rogers easily showed that a majority of all
voters (55 percent) and three-fifths of suburbanites were properly cat-
egorized as the “white working class,” which they dubbed “the forgot-
ten majority.” It gets more complicated from there, but to me the really
valuable part of Teixeira and Rogers’s analysis is the way they calculate
the intersections of race, gender, and class to reveal an electorate that is
very different from what most of us carry around in our heads. Profes-
sional political analysts rarely do these kinds of cross-group tabula-
tions because it requires a lot of work. Different voting demographics
are reported one by one so that black male suburbanites and white
female city-dwellers will each get counted three times, but we cannot
determine how either of these three-category demographic groups
actually voted. We can, of course, guess, but there’s the rub. The
science part of social science (basically, probability and statistics) is
not about guessing, and when social scientists guess, they inevitably
bring their own lived observation and experience into the guessing.

I do not want to get much further into the electoral statistics, but
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the error made by professional political analysts that was revealed by
Teixeira and Rogers is colossal—something like the statistical equiva-
lent of buying the Brooklyn Bridge! And it shows the power of the
“middle class” vernacular to confuse and befuddle even the most
sophisticated and scientific among us. Here is how Teixeira and Rogers
sum up their findings:

The conventional view of the suburban electorate—affluent soccer
moms, executive dads—is drawn from a few relatively wealthy towns
like Bethesda, Maryland, and Fair Lawn, New Jersey, and it doesn’t
come close to reflecting reality. The suburban electorate is in fact
composed mostly of . . . two-earner families of low to moderate edu-
cation and income, generally working in low-level white-collar, ser-
vice, and skilled blue-collar jobs . . . . they are members of a white
working class whose economic interests and experience diverge fun-
damentally—in terms of culture, class, and history—from those of
soccer moms in Bethesda, suburban independents in Fair Lawn, and
wired cyberprofessionals in Silicon Valley.3

How could sophisticated professionals make such a huge mistake,
not once but persistently from 1996 through June of 2000? I am a
humanities professor, so guessing is a part of my job. Here is my
guess: Political analysts almost uniformly come from or live in the
Bethesdas and Fair Lawns, or the Oak Parks (where I live) and Evanstons
of Illinois, or in-town enclaves like DuPont Circle or Lincoln Park.
Their everyday experience, at work, at home, traveling on business,
eating out in the evening, is almost uniformly among middle-class
professionals. When they guess, they rely on that observation and
experience. And though they pore over the most complex and sophis-
ticated demographic data ever assembled, they carry the vernacular
conception of class in their heads, and, when forced to guess, they
fall into a crude syllogism that goes something like this:

Almost everybody in America is “middle class,” neither “rich” nor
“poor.”

I’m “middle-class” myself.

Therefore, almost everybody in America must be like me.
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The crudeness of this reasoning would be hard to believe if similar
mistakes based on forgetting the working class had not consistently
been made across the past four decades or so. But they have been and
continue to be.

Teixeira and Rogers had an impact, however, when they convinced
Stanley Greenberg that there was a working class. A Gore adviser,
Greenberg was President Bill Clinton’s favorite pollster and had once
famously and erroneously claimed that 90 percent of Americans think
of themselves as “middle class.”4 Al Gore at the time was looking for
a strategy that could both energize the Democrats’ traditional bases
and appeal to suburban swing voters (at a point when Ralph Nader
threatened an important slice of both those electorates). Teixeira and
Rogers advocated a nonraced, nongendered economic social safety
net strategy that would appeal to both the white nonunion working
class (who reside mostly in the suburbs and are the true swing voters)
and to the Dems’ black, Latino (by 2000), and union household core.
Gore was convinced. Using the AFL-CIO’s “working families” rheto-
ric, in August Gore came out swinging with a program he claimed
represented “the people” (versus “the powerful”), and he articulated
a string of modest but potentially path-breaking social democratic
programs that Clinton had used to dress up his last two State of the
Union speeches—creeping universal health insurance for children,
prescription drug benefits for elders, and USA Accounts in addition
to rather than instead of social security.

Those who think there is little difference between Democrats and
Republicans usually refer to candidates’ personal instincts and back-
grounds, not to specific programs and policies. Gore and Bush, for
example, are peas of a pod in their prep school, wealthy, political-
class backgrounds. But, though both inevitably crowded the middle
as November approached, Gore and Bush promised to take the coun-
try in dramatically opposite directions. Bush promised a huge tax
cut mostly for the rich and a systematic program of public school and
social security privatization. Gore promised to resist those antigov-
ernment approaches and to extend what in any other political uni-
verse would be proudly referred to as “the welfare state.”
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So far as I know, the words “working class” never passed Gore’s
lips. In fact, the word “class” never passed except when preceded by
“middle,” but the recognition of the existence of a working-class
majority was at the core of the Democrats’ 2000 campaign strategy.
When Republicans cried “class warfare,” many Democrats were eas-
ily intimidated, pushing a none-too-steadfast Gore to make already
fuzzy language even fuzzier. But the Teixeira and Rogers class ap-
proach passed the test of political pragmatism by, first, changing the
dynamics of the election in August (helping Gore close a huge gap
with Bush, while also undermining Nader) and, then, because Gore
had continually to return to it, in one form or another, to revive his
campaign.

If Gore had had a consistent personality to go with his program, he
would have won handily. But given the closeness of the outcome,
there are dozens of such “if” statements that could be equally true.
More importantly, the mystifying power of the “middle-class” ver-
nacular would have undermined even a much stronger, more consis-
tent, less synthetic candidate. If, on the other hand, we had a vernacular
conception of class that routinely distinguished between “working
class” and “professional middle class” (as both Teixeira and Rogers and
Zweig do), even an all-too-human traditional Democrat could win of-
fice and move America in a much better direction than it is going
now. But the vernacular is, as I have said, both cagey and powerful.

Nothing illustrates this better than the way class issues were center
stage in the 2000 election in the form of Bush’s and Gore’s compet-
ing tax-cut proposals. Both sought to appeal to the ubiquitous “middle
class.” This was bound to doom Gore in the long run because his
entire package of proposals (including his tax cuts) benefited the
working-class majority of all colors and genders (about two-thirds of
all voters), but did not do much for the professional middle class. Not
being able to say so undoubtedly hurt his chances.

During the campaign’s home stretch in October, for example, PBS
economics reporter Paul Solman undertook the task of analyzing the
Bush and Gore tax cut proposals in a fifteen-minute TV segment on
The NewsHour with Jim Lehrer. Solman is an economist with a puck-
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ish sense of humor and an inventive streak, and he is generally de-
lighted to tackle complicated (math-related) subjects for a television
audience. To illustrate the proposed tax cuts, he visited three Michi-
gan families at different (1999) income levels:

Family 1: A twenty-four-year-old black single mother of three who
works in a factory and makes $18,440, a family income that puts her
family right at the 10th percentile. Gore’s tax cut was worth $1,200 to
this family, while Bush’s was insignificant.

Family 2: A thirty-something white manager at United Parcel Service
and his stay-at-home wife and four kids, with a family income of
$69,000. This family would get nothing from Gore (until their kids
went to college), but $3,100 from Bush.

Family 3: A fifty-something white auto industry executive and his stay-
at-home wife, with a family income of $113,000. Gore gave them noth-
ing, Bush $3,500.

It was also mentioned that a family with an annual income of $1
million would get a $50,000 cut from Bush and nothing from Gore.
The point of this analysis was that Gore was right when he claimed
that the main beneficiaries of Bush’s tax cut were the top 10 percent
since, according to Solman, a family income of $113,000 was right at
the 90th percentile. Bush was right, however, in claiming that the
“middle class” would also benefit if you count the UPS manager and
his family as “middle class.” And you should have seen these folks—a
good-looking white couple with four darling kids jumping on a tram-
poline in their suburban Detroit back yard, complete with the bread-
winner dad doing the talking and a minivan in the background!5

You could devote a whole course in American studies to analyzing
the iconography of Solman’s choice of these three families to repre-
sent American taxpayers. Why is the factory worker black, and, being
so, why is she a single mother? How long did it take Solman to find
two stay-at-home moms in the year 2000? But the question that in-
terests me is why Solman chose a family with an annual income of
$69,000 to represent the middle class? Why not choose a family near
the median family income in 1999, $49,940?6
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This may seem like a trivial difference, but it is not. A family in-
come of $69,000 puts the UPS manager and his family somewhere
near the top 30 percent of families. Thus, two of the three families
presented are in the top one-third, not the middle. The third family,
the black single mother making $18,440, is not in the middle either.
As a factory worker, she might reasonably be called “working class,”
but with a family income at the 10th percentile, Solman is using her
to illustrate what he calls a “lower-income” family. What is missing,
then, are the majority of families whose incomes in 1999 were be-
tween $18,440 and $69,000. Given the choices Solman has made,
what is missing is the majority of families in the middle of the income
distribution, all those from the tenth to the sixty-seventh percen-
tiles. How did this group of families fare under the Bush and Gore
tax-cut proposals? Solman does not tell us, and, so far as I know,
nobody made a stink about it. Why not? After all, Solman starts off his
report by explaining that the issue is that both candidates claim their
proposal benefits “the middle class” better than the other guy’s, but
ends up ignoring the majority of families actually in the middle! How
could he make that mistake, and how could he not be called on it?

By not starting at the median and going up and down from there,
Solman’s presentation made Bush’s tax cut look better and Gore’s
worse (in fact, it showed Gore’s as applying only to the “poor” and
“black”). So maybe Solman is a Republican? Maybe—particularly since,
unlike so many other journalists, he knew where the median was and
chose not to use it. But here is the problem he faced. If you start at the
median and take the 20 percent or 30 percent above and below it,
you will end up with lots and lots of families who will not qualify as
what most of your audience thinks of as “middle class.” The middle
50 percent of families in 1999, for example, included those making as
little as $25,000. Even those at the $50,000 median generally do not
fulfill the strong connotation of “middle class” that includes “com-
fortable standard of living” with substantial discretionary income.

What you consider “middle class” depends on where you are in the
income scale. People with family incomes of $25,000 usually think
$50,000 would be “comfortable.” But political analysts, professional
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journalists, university professors, and the PBS audience (often de-
scribed as “upscale”) are unlikely to think so. I discuss the vagaries of
income classes below, but the main point here is that at the heart of
the rich-poor-and-middle vernacular is a double meaning that is con-
tradictory. The “middle class” that includes “almost everybody” is
not the same group as the “middle class” that enjoys a “comfortable
standard of living.” Indeed, that second “middle class” has very spe-
cific connotative characteristics beyond income—they are “college-
educated” and are in “professional” (including managerial)
occupations. In all cases—by income, education, and occupation—
this “middle class” is about 30 percent of the population, a large
minority but a minority nonetheless, not even close to being “al-
most everybody” and, no matter how you configure it, not in the
middle.

The American vernacular constantly shifts back and forth between
these two meanings. And in doing so, it makes the professional middle
class seem like almost everybody, all those who are neither rich nor
poor. With only fifteen minutes of airtime, Paul Solman could not
violate the vernacular by actually looking at a family in or near the
middle. Solman, unlike similar TV tax-cut analysts I heard, reported
the numbers and the population proportions accurately. But the vi-
suals presented an American population in which two-thirds is ei-
ther comfortable or well off, while the other third, though not officially
poor, is getting by on what most of his audience (including me) could
not imagine living on for four months, let alone an entire year. The
UPS manager and family fulfill all the stereotypes of middle-classness,
right down to their Leave-It-to-Beaver manners and mores, but so do
the auto executive and family. And though the factory worker is clearly
not a welfare mom, she has an income and skin color that associate
better with “poor” than with “working class.” The millionaire family
is referred to, but not seen, to round out the iconography of classes—
rich, poor, and middle, with the “middle” represented by two of the
three families we actually see.

It is not uncommon in news reporting to present these kinds of
families as representative. What is extraordinary and revealing about
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Solman’s reporting is that he knows the numbers, and even reports
some of them. As a result, with his words and his pictures, he literally
says that the “middle class” is a decided minority but almost every-
body is like them!

The vernacular conception of classes in America can easily be shown
to be ridiculous when exposed to the counting and classifying of
demographic social science—as Teixeira and Rogers did in 2000. Work-
ing-class studies needs to do this over and over again because it works.
There is no better evidence than the populist conversion of Al Gore,
all of whose instincts and New Democrat ideology went against it.
But by October, after Teixeira and Rogers had thoroughly educated
the political and communications elite about the composition of the
American electorate, the vernacular was still standing strong. Or, more
accurately, it was cagily bobbing and weaving, working its magic to
conceal the working class and to confuse us about the realities of
class in America.

Imagine if our vernacular routinely made the distinction between
“middle class” and “working class” that Michael Zweig does, capped
by a third class that Zweig dubs “the capitalist class.” How would the
Bush and Gore tax-cut proposals look then? What if PBS had chosen to
show us one family from each of these three classes, while giving their
proportions of the population as whole? Gore would have won the
election, for one thing, but more importantly, the character of Ameri-
can politics and the discourse around it would be completely differ-
ent. This, and nothing less, is what is at stake for Working-Class Studies.

Zweig’s Challenge to the Vernacular

Zweig’s conception defines the American class structure by occupa-
tion and the amount and kind of power people have in and around
the workplace. In his schema, a “capitalist class” is defined by its
ownership and control of giant profit-making enterprises. A very small
group (Zweig says they could all fit in Yankee Stadium), this class has
the overwhelming bulk of decision-making power in our society. Then,
there is a “working class” defined by a lack of power at work and in
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society at large, despite the fact that they do the principal work in
producing and reproducing the goods and services that make up our
daily lives. Finally, there is a “middle class” of managers, professionals,
and small-business owners who have a degree of autonomy and influ-
ence at work (and in the larger society) that makes them different from
the working class but nowhere near as powerful as the capitalists.7

A restatement and updating of the classical Marxist view, Zweig’s
conception captures a core part of the original meaning of “middle
class” as being in the middle between capital and labor—a meaning
that still lingers within the American class vernacular. Outside
America, this lineup of classes is familiar worldwide and, as such,
competes with the American vernacular. In a sense, all modern poli-
tics is defined by the differences between these competing vernacu-
lars. Marx thought the middle (petty bourgeoisie) would shrivel as
the working class grew larger and more pervasive and progressively
“immiserated.” The American view—at home and abroad—is that demo-
cratic capitalism produces an ever-expanding middle class, not only
requiring armies of professional workers but also redefining tradi-
tional workers as consumers with substantial discretionary income.
Though Marx clearly failed to anticipate the rise of managerial work-
ers and the role they would play in modern capitalism, there is still
plenty of evidence to support his basic sense of the dynamics of capi-
talism—some at home, more abroad. Likewise, the view of an inevita-
bly expanding and increasingly prosperous “middle class” is not
without current and historical evidence—more at home, less abroad.
Both views, however, are burdened by their ideological roots and pur-
poses, and thus rarely look at, let alone carefully assess, this evidence.
This assessment is, in fact, part of Zweig’s contribution. He looks
carefully at the evidence in the homeland of the American vernacu-
lar, and though he finds a large and growing professional middle class,
he can confidently report that the death of the working class has
been greatly exaggerated. Zweig is interested in proportions, and, far
from being “reductive,” he uses his concepts of power in the work-
place to carefully delineate the relative class sizes of occupational
groupings as defined by the U.S. Department of Labor’s Bureau of
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Labor Statistics. With the capitalist class representing less than 1 per-
cent, he finds a large middle class of 37 percent and a working class
majority of 62 percent. Only the “executive, administrative, and mana-
gerial” category is 100 percent middle class, and only “operators, fabri-
cators, and laborers” are 100 percent working class. The other general
occupational categories contain varying degrees of complexity and
ambiguity within them, and Zweig carefully teases out the differences
between middle-class and working-class occupations strictly on the
basis of power in the workplace—power over their own and others’ work.8

This kind of rigor is both admirable and entirely necessary to com-
bat the power of the vernacular’s ubiquitous “middle class,” which
can be shown to be ridiculous with much less rigor than Zweig brings
to the task. Zweig’s rigor opens up a whole field of occupation-by-
occupation analysis that should be invaluable to both labor and po-
litical organizers because it reads class interests out of basic power
relations at work. There is much else to admire in Zweig’s analysis—
not least of which is the absence of “revolutionary romanticism,” his
clearheaded political goal of severely limiting the power of the capi-
talist class rather than effecting its wholesale elimination, and his
subtle sketching of the possibilities for a grand cross-class alliance
between the working and (segments of the) middle classes. But his
very rigor in focusing only on occupations, eschewing any roles for
education, income, or what he calls “lifestyle” in shaping social class
in America, limits his ability to stay with the bobbing and weaving of
the vernacular. What is more, his hierarchy of power relations misses
some of the egalitarian attractiveness of the “middle class” vernacu-
lar as it is spoken and lived in twenty-first-century America.

Zweig’s conception of the class structure is a classic pyramid, with a
tiny ruling class at the top and a sprawling working class at the base:

capitalist class

middle class

working class
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If this were the vernacular conception of classes, it would be clear
for all to see that public policies should focus on improving (or, at
least, not harming) the lives and prospects of the working-class ma-
jority, while maintaining a healthy middle class as well. While giving
capitalists their due, government would necessarily be seen as a prin-
cipal democratic counterforce (along with labor unions) against the
inherent economic power of this class. As Zweig points out, this ap-
proach gives shape to an entirely different kind of politics than the
current vernacular’s pitting of “the poor” against a “middle class”
that is envisioned as not only ubiquitous, but prosperously comfort-
able. For this reason alone, a Zweigian vernacular would be prefer-
able to the current one, even if it were not also a much more accurate,
rigorous, and fruitful depiction of our society, with all kinds of po-
tential for organizing our research and thinking about class and class
relations in America and elsewhere.

But it is still not cagey enough to go head-to-head with the ver-
nacular, which combines a seeming focus on income with various
shifting connotations concerning education, culture, and even mo-
rality. If we were to diagram the American vernacular, it would be flat
and nonhierarchical, and it is relatively generous in its moral and
status inclusiveness:

rich/middle/poor

The “middle class” that includes “almost everybody” stigmatizes
both “the poor” and “the rich” while honoring everybody who is not
particularly distinguished, but who works hard, looks out for others
(particularly their families), pulls their own weight, and does not
hold themselves out to be any better than anybody else. Though, as I
point out below, the professional middle class is generally much more
status-conscious and achievement-oriented than the working class,
my sense is that huge majorities of each embrace the term “middle
class” when it refers to “just ordinary people living ordinary lives,”
just “regular,” “normal” folks doing the best they can. While the rich,
the celebrated, the powerful, and the gifted (all of whom are cap-
tured in the vernacular’s sense of the deserved “rich”) are “looked up
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to,” they are also viewed as peculiarly subject to moral and happiness
failings either because of excessive adulation or due to the lack of
limits on their freedom from “playing by the rules.” “The poor” are
stigmatized for lacking classic “middle-class” values of hard work
and self-discipline, but they are thought to be a very small group (like
“the rich”) who deserve some measure of compassion and at least
“one more chance.” “Middleness” itself is valued, including modera-
tion in political views and moral judgments. The egalitarian ethos
inherent in this notion of middleness has been seen as both pecu-
liarly “American” and essential to democracy by political sociolo-
gists from Alexis de Tocqueville to Alan Wolfe.9 I think there is
something to that, and there is surely some element of it worth pre-
serving even as we seek to eliminate the equally inherent illusion of
(roughly) equal power and life prospects that this conception fosters.

The principal problem with the vernacular is the way it first hides
the working class (by including it within the ubiquitous middle) and
then forgets it is there by assuming that almost everybody is college-
educated, professional, and has a reasonably comfortable standard of
living—mistaking the part for the whole, substituting the small “middle
class” for the big, inclusive one. The immediate task of Working-
Class Studies should be to challenge this middle-class two-step every
time it is performed, to constantly probe what users mean when they
say “middle class,” and to use “working class” consistently and rigor-
ously to refer to all those who are not middle-class professionals.

When we do so, we need to clearly and emphatically avoid hierar-
chical uses that remove the “working class” from the vernacular’s moral
and status inclusiveness. The working class to which we refer is differ-
ent from, not less than, the professional middle class. It refers to people,
in Teixeira and Rogers’s words, “whose economic interests and experi-
ence diverge fundamentally—in terms of culture, class, and history—
from those of soccer moms in Bethesda.” It is a complicated class with
lots of differences within itself, but it is there in the middle with the
rest of us, neither rich nor poor, but above all “working.”

Such a conception can be diagrammed by simply dividing the
vernacular’s big “middle” in two, leaving everything else intact:
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rich /professional middle/working class/poor

This is neither as politically desirable (to me) nor as ambitious as
Zweig’s alternative vernacular. “The rich” are not, as Zweig points
out, a proper “target” in a democratic society the way “the powerful”
(capitalists) are. And “poor” is not really a social class but more often
a temporary condition, one that over a ten-year period “more than
half of the working class experiences.” Poverty, as Zweig says, is “some-
thing that happens to the working class,” and it is a serious political
mistake to divide “the poor from workers,” as the vernacular rou-
tinely does.10 But Zweig’s conception is too ambitious and too politi-
cal. For now, it will be quite enough to use and enrich his distinction
between middle class and working class, building both on the
vernacular’s inclusiveness and on the actual practice of Working-Class
Studies as it has thus far developed, while incidentally allowing a
wider range of political persuasions to participate in grappling with
class in America.

The existing vernacular, besides being relatively nonhierarchical,
has one other advantage over Zweig’s proposed alternative: It recog-
nizes, as Zweig specifically and rigorously refuses to do, the sheer
power of money, of wealth and income, in a capitalist society. Social
classes are not all about power in the workplace. They are also about
the distribution of status (of shame and honor), of freedom, of op-
portunities, of living standards and working conditions, and all these
have to do with the distribution of money. The vernacular, with its
crude stereotypes of “rich” and “poor,” recognizes that. What it hides
and confuses is the inequitable distribution of money—and of all the
things it will buy, including freedom and opportunity. Focusing on
money and on who is in the vernacular’s big middle allows us to ask
questions about who is contributing what to our society and what
they are getting in return.

Sure, the capitalists are getting much more than they deserve or
need. But so, in general, are we, the professional middle class—and as
a class, we have a cultural power that even the capitalists envy. The
working class, on the other hand, generally gets much less of every-
thing as compared to what its work contributes. I could be wrong
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about that. I am not saying it is clear and obvious. Nor do I think it is
easy to remedy, since I am no longer willing to completely do away
with the market’s allocative role. But we cannot see that this might
be an issue, nor can we debate it, within either the existing vernacu-
lar or Zweig’s alternative, which insists on a singular focus on power,
not money. We could, however, ask such questions and debate such
issues if we keep our attention focused on a revised vernacular, as
proposed above, and are not restricted only to issues of power.

Fortunately, there is no need to be so restrictive, since occupation,
income, and education are intimately tied together. And though not
without numerous complications, we have good numbers on all these
things and how they relate to one another.

Working Class and Middle Class by Occupation,
Education, and Income

A vernacular, any vernacular, is based on grossly simplifying reality.
That is its value in helping us organize our perceptions and thoughts.
The current American vernacular consistently overlooks the working
class, and the roots of that overlooking go back to the 1950s, when we
declared ourselves “a middle-class society.” But the vernacular has
never been entirely consistent, and if you are referring to factory
workers or other clearly recognizable “blue-collar” folks, you can use
the forbidden term and everybody will know what you mean, and a
host of associations and connotations will arise. Thus, the “working
class” (seen as small and decreasing, whether in 1950 or 2000) some-
times slides into the vernacular for brief appearances, usually to be
pitied or blamed. Labor and social historians also can easily use the
term, even extending it on occasion beyond blue-collarness, because
the vernacular grants that there once was a working class.

While this permitted usage gives Working-Class Studies something
to build upon, the “blue collar” and “thing of the past” connotations
of “working class” (sometimes accompanied by stereotypes of a white,
male Joe Six-Pack) also restrict us, both from talking sensibly and
from really challenging the existing vernacular. The clearly recogniz-



Politics and the American Class Vernacular

WorkingWorkingWorkingWorkingWorkingUSAUSAUSAUSAUSA—Summer 2003 19

able “blue collar” group is actually still a fairly large part, probably
25 percent or more, of the workforce, and it includes men and women
of all colors. But if that is what comes to mind when one says “work-
ing class,” you miss the larger part of the working class that is not
blue collar, most importantly clerical, retail sales, and other kinds of
“service” workers—all very large groups and growing mightily.11 To
win a place in the vernacular, we need a rough-and-ready concept of
the “working class” that combines occupation, income, and educa-
tion and that reflects the large majority of workers who are not now,
never have been, and never will be “middle class.” I think this can be
done by using the vernacular’s own principal contradiction and what
social science statisticians call a “residual.”

The middle-class two-step I refer to above has two contradictory
definitions of “middle class”—the big middle class that includes al-
most everybody and the smaller middle class that is college-educated,
professional (including managerial), and “comfortable” (referring to
income or standard of living). The “working class” residual, then,
would be everybody who does not fully qualify for the smaller, more
exclusive “middle class.”

Basically, this is everybody who is not in the BLS’s “managerial &
professional workers” category, as illustrated in Table 1. Admission to
this broad occupational group usually (not always) requires at least a
bachelor’s degree and usually (not always) results in a substantially
higher income than other workers earn.

This rough-and-ready concept also grossly simplifies reality,
though not as much as the current middle-class vernacular does.
But it also captures something “everybody knows.” Income, wealth,
status, life prospects, the kinds of vacations you can take, and lots
of other things are usually (not always) firmly and clearly related to
being a manager or professional or having at least a bachelor’s de-
gree. See, for example, Table 2 on the relation between education
and income.

So, if you go simply by occupation (in a much more gross and
simplistic way than Zweig does), the residual “working class” is 70
percent. If you go simply by education (as Teixeira and Rogers do),
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Table 1

Middle Class/Working Class by Occupation and Income, 2001

Annualized Middle-class
% of median B. A. wage

Occupation workforce  wage req.?  premium

Middle class
Managerial and professional
workers  30% $44,668 Yes  —

Working class
Precision production, craft, and
repair workers 10% $32,708 No 36%

Technical, sales, and
administrative support workers  30% $27,092 No 65%

Operators, fabricators, and
laborers  14% $24,284 No 84%

Service workers 14% $19,604 No 128%
Farming, forestry, and fishing
workers 1.5% $18,408 No  143%

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics, “Union Members in 2001,” available at www.bls.gov/news.release/
union2.t02.htm.

Table 2

The Working Class by Education

Highest level % of persons Mean annual Middle-class
Highest level % of persons Mean annual earnings (1999)
of education 25 and older (2000) wage premium

Middle class
Bachelor’s and more 26% $45,678* —

Working class
Associate’s degree 8% $32,152 42%
Some college, but no degree 18% $26,958 69%
High school graduate 33% $24,572 86%
Not high school graduate 16% $16,1211 83%

Source: Statistical Abstract of the U.S.: 2001, Tables 217 and 218, p. 140. <<city, pub, date?>>

*Mean annual earning is for bachelor’s only; the means for master’s, doctorate, and professional
degrees range from $55,641 to $100,987.
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the residual “working class” is 74 percent. And in both cases, the
relation between class and income is clear and consistent.

The “comfortable” income or standard-of-living connotation is
much more difficult because it is subjective, just as “rich” and “poor”
are. Also because whether a level of income is “comfortable” or not
depends on how many people are living off that income. A clerical
worker making $27,000 married to a “repair worker” making $32,00—
both working class by occupation—would have a family income of
$59,000, and if they have no children, they could be living “comfort-
ably” by most people’s lights. Add even one child, however, and they
are likely “struggling,” though definitely not “poor.” The same cleri-
cal worker as a single-mother with one child, on the other hand, is
definitely “struggling,” and many people (depending on their own
circumstances) would see her as “poor.” But, though it can quickly
turn tedious or confusing, this discussion is well worth having.
Whether you use family income, household income, or taxpayers’
adjusted gross income (all of which are readily available in summary
versions in The Statistical Abstract of the United States), even a cursory
look will show an American population that is not nearly as “com-
fortable” as the vernacular assumes. It will also show the absurdity of
the vernacular conception of “middleness,” because the statistical
middle, no matter how you define it, includes incomes that denote
very different “lifestyles” across the middle, making it meaningless:

Such a division (and all other attempts to define rich, poor, and
middle by income) makes it apparent how confused and confusing
the vernacular is. People with household incomes of $90,000 will
deny being “rich,” and many people will insist that anybody making

Table 3

Middle Class by “Middleness” in Income

Poor (bottom 20% of households) = up to $17,950
Middle Class (middle 60% of households) = $17,951 to $81,960
Rich (top 20% of households) = $81,961 and up

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Money Income in the United States: 2000. <<city, pub, date?>>
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less than $30,000 (or $40,000) is “poor.” And everybody will notice
that it makes absolutely no sense to put households with $25,000 in
the same income class as households with $70,000.

Discussions of class by income are best preceded by asking people
how they would define a “middle class” income. In my experience
teaching working adults, they almost uniformly begin the lower tier
of the middle class above (usually well above) the median household
income. After that, you can pretty much present any of the standard
data on income to show that the “middle class” that is “comfortable”
is not the same as the one “in the middle.” Thus, though this is infi-
nitely variable depending on whom you are talking with, you can
derive a “working class” residual something like the following.

Poor ($25,000 and below) = 29 percent of all households
Struggling Working Class residual ($25,000–$75,000) = 47 per-

cent of all households
Comfortable Middle Class ($75,000 and up) = 24 percent of all

households*

The “working class” by income is thus much smaller and much
more variable than the “working class” by occupation or education.
This reality reflects the fact that a couple with two working-class
incomes (above the medians) and not too many children can live
comfortably on that combined income. It also reflects the fact that
lots more people are “poor” based on what most people think it takes
to be not-poor than on the official definition of “poverty.” But note
that the “comfortable middle class” (at 24 percent in the illustration
above) is about the same proportion as the “college-educated” (at 26
percent) and “managerial and professional workers” (at 30 percent).
These are all smaller than the vernacular routinely assumes, and get-
ting people to look at actual numbers and proportions blocks the
middle-class two-step, at least temporarily.

But blocking the two-step—making it difficult to confuse the big

*Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Money Income in the United States: 2000. <<city,
publisher, year published?>>
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inclusive “middle class” with the small exclusive one—can easily be
dissipated (or sidestepped) if you then insist on a univocal definition
of “working class.” If your definition is based strictly on education,
for example, guardians of the middle-class vernacular will mention
Bill Gates, who does not have a bachelor’s degree but is a managerial
worker and unarguably “rich.” They will mention the social worker
with a master’s degree who makes only $32,000 a year, and the UPS
truck driver, an overtime hog, who makes $100,000 a year. Guardians
insist on a precise definition, and then delight in pointing out the
exceptions to the rule, attempting to make any discussion of class in
America seem ridiculous or tedious.

Working-Class Studies has developed a number of maneuvers to
combat the guardians’ moves, including (more recently) referring to
Zweig’s precise social scientific analysis of occupations. But my ex-
perience is that challenging Zweig (or any other serious analysis of
class in America) necessitates showing both the pervasiveness and
the falsity of the “middle-class” vernacular and the fruitfulness of
looking at and not forgetting the large group (not necessarily a ma-
jority) of Americans who are neither officially “poor” nor “middle
class.” <<edit ok?>> This is not social science. This is a vernacular. It
is not known for its precision, and its value is in bringing things
down to simple, everyday terms. Adding a “working class” to the ver-
nacular leaves it simple, but more complex and accurate than before.
It is simply a matter of recognizing the difference between the
vernacular’s smaller professional middle class and the rest of the
“middle class,” without necessarily challenging the notion that we
are a “middle-class society.” It is similar to recognizing the differ-
ence between “snow” and “rain” without denying that they are both
“precipitation” and without insisting that there are no imprecise
phenomena like “sleet.”

Ask the guardians how they define “middle class.” Make them be
precise, and then bob and weave your definitions of “working class”
among all the various ways that people think about class in America.
If they want complexity and precision, welcome them to Working-
Class Studies, where they can learn how to stop doing the middle-
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class two-step that hides and ignores and overlooks the American
working class.

Working Class/Middle Class by Self-Identification
and Culture

Working-Class Studies has still other moves that undermine the ver-
nacular—one more social science move involving how people iden-
tify themselves by class and one based on the observation and
experience of people with roots in both classes or at the borders where
the working class and middle class interact.

Clinton pollster and Gore adviser Stanley Greenberg probably knew
there was a working class before Teixeira and Rogers reminded him
of it in the spring of 2000. In the mid-1990s Greenberg claimed his
polling had discovered that about 90 percent of Americans “think of
themselves as middle class.” S.M. Miller effectively debunked this
claim in an article in The American Prospect (in whose orbit Greenberg
travels) by pointing out that pollsters usually do not offer “working
class” as a choice when asking people to identify their social class.12

When offered this choice, Miller pointed out, about equal numbers
self-identify as “working class” and as “middle class.” Miller reviewed
various studies, but she relied primarily on one of the most repu-
table, respected, and reliable of surveys, the General Social Survey
(GSS) of the National Opinion Research Center (NORC) at the Uni-
versity of Chicago. The GSS offers the four class choices below, and
very, very few respondents refuse to answer (either by checking “Don’t
know,” “No class,” or “Not applicable” or by leaving the answer blank).
Table 4 shows the results of the most recent survey (1998) and a cu-
mulative score for all GSS surveys that have asked the question since
1972.

The low percentages of people who self-identify as “upper class”
or “lower class” reflect the egalitarian stigma the vernacular attaches
to “rich” and “poor.” People generally do not want to identify them-
selves as “lower class” because of obvious moral and status conno-
tations having nothing to do with income or life circumstances,
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but an even smaller group is willing to identify themselves as “up-
per class.” In the Great Middle, those who identify themselves as
“working class” may accurately assess their circumstances as not
those of the “comfortable middle class,” but there is also likely some
pride in being part of the group that actually does the work. There
is a long-standing working-class tradition of seeing middle-class pro-
fessionals as “all talk, no action,” “afraid to get their hands dirty,”
and as lacking common sense because they never actually do the work
they think they are overseeing. This is probably more of a blue-collar
trait, but in my observation it is not uncommon among clerical and
frontline sales workers, among others. In any case, “working class”
does not have strong pejorative connotations and often has some
honorific ones.

Checking a box among those offered by pollsters may not indicate
much about class-consciousness but, as Thurston Domina argues,
this whole self-identification phenomenon deserves much more
study—and experimentation by survey researchers.13 Given the strength
of the middle-class vernacular and the often militant prohibition
against using the term (particularly during the cold war), the fact
that such a large group consistently identifies itself as “working class”
may indicate that there is a vital working-class culture that does not
define the world in quite the same way as the professional middle
class does—and that the vernacular is not equally recognized and spo-
ken in all parts of American society.

Table 4

Class by Self-Identification

Class 1998 Cumulative, 1972–1998

Lower class 5% 5%
Working class 45% 46%
Middle class 46% 46%
Upper class 4% 3%

Source: National Opinion Research Center, available at www.norc.uchicago.edu; also available
directly at www.icpsr.umich.edu/GSS//rnd1998/merged/cdbk/class.htm.
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This perception of and respect for a separate and distinct working-
class culture is, in fact, at the core of the Working-Class Studies move-
ment that has emerged out of a series of conferences beginning in
1995 at Youngstown State University. <<move this information to
beginning of article, to clarify “Working-Class Studies”>> is Janet
Zandy, one of the pioneers, describes the initial purpose as “carrying
the best of working-class values, ethos, and knowledge into the acad-
emy and . . . using that rich, complex, even discordant heritage to
expand what constitutes knowledge.”14 Among the pioneers, there were
two kinds of academics for whom working-class culture was a pal-
pable presence in their lives, something they could not ignore, not
something they had to remind themselves not to forget. One kind,
like Zandy, were from working-class backgrounds they did not want
to give up or to dishonor in becoming middle-class professors—some-
thing the academy, and middle-class life more generally, tends to re-
quire. The other kind, like Sherry Linkon, were from solidly
middle-class backgrounds and found themselves teaching students
whose culture was palpably different from their own.15 The initial
impetus for Working-Class Studies came out of this “lived experi-
ence” of a clash of cultures and of the need to talk about it and think
about it—what the cultures are, what the clash is all about, and which
side you are on. For conscientious teachers in the higher education
industry, these are both practical and moral issues that cannot be
ignored. And they open onto similar issues faced by labor and com-
munity organizers in working-class settings.

This part of Working-Class Studies is not about counting and clas-
sifying people. It is about how to relate to your father and your sister
or to a roomful of students who bring a whole lot more to your class-
room than the absence of professional middle-class values and skills.
A lot of the work here is about gathering, creating, and analyzing
working-class stories based on direct observation and experience.16

But a healthy and growing literature consists of memoirs of middle-
class academics reflecting on their working-class roots and the clash
of cultures they have experienced or continue to experience. Some of
this literature is on the self-absorbed side, and some of it is overly
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concerned with the special world of academia (and its particular peck-
ing orders). But, as Carolyn Leste Law points out in introducing one
of these collections, “ambivalence” is one of their consistent themes—
uneasiness with (or sometimes outright hatred of) middle-class ways,
and a nostalgia and sense of loss in leaving the working-class world.
As Law quotes her mother as saying, “Education destroys something.”17

Law explains:

In their heart of hearts, these [working-class] parents wanted their chil-
dren to return home to them virtually unchanged by their sojourn in
the academy, so mysterious and impenetrable a place they might as
well have sent their kids up the Amazon. . . . Working-class families . . .
know that a college degree has everything to do with class, unlike pro-
fessional or managerial-class families, who believe it has to do with
merit and entitlement. They know that somehow the very existence of
a college degree undermines and actually threatens their children and,
consequently, their own working-class identity. In the end, they do
not want what they would wish for.18

Some of the memoirs reflect the middle-class view that working-
class culture is an obstacle to overcome and occurs in a place to
escape from.19 Others are aggressively hostile to middle-class cul-
ture, and most value and honor working-class ways.20 But the main
theme is, as Law says, ambivalence—recognizing value in both work-
ing-class and middle-class cultures and trying to reconcile the ir-
reconcilable.

Barbara Jensen, a counseling psychologist from a working-class
background whose practice and teaching are heavily with working-
class young people and adults, has attempted to describe and “theo-
rize” the differences between what she sees as competing cultures.
According to Jensen, middle-class culture, with its achievement ori-
entation, emphasizes “doing and becoming,” while working-class
culture gives primary value to “being and belonging.” As such, each
culture has strengths and weaknesses, advantages and disadvantages,
and many people who are crossing classes experience various kinds
of “cognitive dissonance” that can be both disabling and enriching.21

Jensen and I have attempted to illustrate these basic differences.22
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Fred Rose, a working-class community organizer from a middle-
class background, has also attempted to describe the two class cul-
tures and to derive a series of lessons for labor and community
organizers as well as for American politics.23 Others have attempted
to derive teaching strategies and culturally sensitive pedagogies from
their teaching experience, which inevitably involves an evaluative
reflection on the class cultures.24

All this work is tentative, and though there is much agreement,
there are also huge differences between different descriptions and
evaluations of the class cultures, all of which always reflect one’s
own class circumstances and background (which, refreshingly, ev-
erybody is consciously and comfortably aware of). As a result, this
whole cultural discussion is unusually concrete, self-reflexive, and
practical, with stories and anecdotes (and sometimes “case studies”)
disciplining and enriching the theorizing. As such, with all kinds of
imprecision and contradictions, it practices and speaks something

Table 5

Class Cultures

Professional Middle Class Working Class

Doing and becoming
• achievement-oriented
• future-oriented
• life as transformative
• status concerns
• individualistic

Being and belonging
• character-oriented
• present-oriented
• life as tangled web of relationships
• anti-status
• solidaristic

Unintended homogeneity
• more cosmopolitan
• weaker loyalties to persons, places,
groups, institutional affiliations 

Unavoidable diversity
• more parochial
• stronger loyalties to persons, places,
• groups, institutional affiliations

Best result:
• Individual achievement has positive
human impact.

Best result:
• Secure community, collective action

Worst result:
• The lonely individual

Worse result:
• Unachieved potential
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like the four-class vernacular I advocate above, it shows the superior-
ity of that vernacular over the middle-class one, and, while not di-
rectly political (in the pollsters’ and politicians’ sense), it speaks
directly to people’s varied experiences of class in America in a way
that makes a whole different politics and political discourse not only
possible, but urgently necessary.

Conclusion

I teach working adults in a bachelor’s degree program in downtown
Chicago and suburban Schaumburg. All my students are working class
by education, but they are in my classes in order to change that. Al-
though they are sometimes factory and construction workers, cops
and firefighters, most are technical or clerical workers. Many are al-
ready managerial workers who need a bachelor’s degree to keep their
jobs. Some, especially the techs, have family incomes in excess of
$100,000, while some of the managers make peanuts and bash their
corporate employers in ways that make some of the clerical workers
uncomfortable. Some (particularly downtown) are “poor” by my
lights, but none would define themselves that way. Most, using Jensen’s
terms, are culturally working class, but not without a lot of middle-
class gloss and sometimes roots. There are more women than men.
Downtown is more black, more Hispanic and more Democrat. The
suburbs are more conservative and Republican (particularly the white
men), though every class has its liberal Democrats. But most are
classic (and complicated) “swing voters,” just as Teixeira and Rogers
claim, adrift in a politics that for the most part does not speak to
them.

I know that class and class identity are complicated in these United
States. My father was a militant steelworker shop steward who, with
an iron will and an aching heart, virtually herded my sister and me
into the professional middle class, while my mother was a college
graduate and a professional worker (a teacher) who steadfastly pro-
tected and nourished our working-class culture. I grew up thinking I
was middle class because we were so much better off than kids from
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nonunion families, and I was surprised in college when I found out I
had to become middle class.

Class and class identity are complicated in America, but not so com-
plicated as to be meaningless. Americans already think in class terms,
but the mainstream vernacular will not let us recognize, let alone think
clearly about, this complexity. Working-Class Studies will. We do not
need long strings of class permutations. Neither do we need one defi-
nition for all occasions. We simply need to make it harder and harder
to speak in the existing vernacular, to ridicule the middle-class two-
step every time it is performed, and to insist on the inclusion of the
working class wherever and whenever our insistence might make a
difference. Working-Class Studies has already shown how this can
help us understand ourselves and our society better than we do now.
For most of us, it is personal. It is time now to make it political.
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