From the book LIMBO

: eard abou‘r “the costs oF socxal mobﬂlty It's sa
- discomfort many nevér.overcome. .-

B Born blue coHa‘ I still never: felt completcl\ com-,
i .fonah]e among the 1ough guys and anti-intellectu-
-al crowd who populatcci much of my neighborhood
in deepest-Brooklyn. I'never did completely fit in

. among the preppies - and suburban royalty of
Columb1a -either. ‘Ulumately it’s very difficult to

© escape-culturally ﬁon‘rthe class into which vou are

" born,” George Orwell once-said. The grir is that
- tight. There “are parts of me ‘that are proudly, stub-

" . oornl" wormng class des;me m) lovc of hxgh tea.
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Upward moblllryls the Amencan dream. It’s
frequenriy mvoked m pamonc Terms as a

successful ]oumahst who rose from the street

©of Brooldyn nores that maklng’ rt also carnes

a personal and psychologtcal cost. His new book

" Limbe: Blue-Collar Soul, Whrte Collar Dreams

{lohn Wlley & Son;} cnromdes the effect of

prafess:onai success on- those who have left
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raspberry vinaigrette, and National Public Radio. Born
with a street brawler’s temperament, I possess an Ivy
League circuit breaker to-keep thingsin check. Still, I've
been-accused:of having an edge, a chip I've balanced on
oy shoulder since my.days in the old neighborhood.

* It was:not so-smooth jurhping from a working-class
neighborhood to professional circles in a single gener-
ation, Others who were the-first in their families to go
to college will tell you the same thing: The academy can
render -you unrecognizable to the very people who
launched 'you into the ‘world. Straddlers like me may
eschew polyester blends for sea-isle-cotton, prefer Brie
to.Kxaft slices.-They-marry -outside the neighborhood
-and raise their kids differently.

- When they pick.careers.(not jobs like their parents

had, but.careers), it's often a kind of work their par-
* ents never heard of, or can’t even understand. But for

the white-collar kids of blue-collar  Alfred Lubrano with his parents,
parents, the office is not necessarily ~ Angelo and Vincent
a safe sanctuary from toil. In cor- :
porate America, where the rules are based on notions
foreign to working-class people, a Straddler.can get lost.
Social class counts at the office, even though nobody
likes to admit-it. Corporate norms are based on middle-
and upper-classvalues. From an early age, middle-class
people learn how to get along. using diplomacy. nuance,
and politics to grab what they need. It is as though
they are following a.set of rules laid out in 2 manual
that blue-colla- families never have the chance to read.
In a middle-class, or especially upper-class, home.
there are networks: Someone always has an aunt or
golfing buddy with the inside track for-an internship. or
some entry-level job. Middle-class kids can grow up
with what sociologists describe as a sense of entitlement
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The Mdlayer and his
son,-Brooklyn, 1959

that will carry them through their lives. This “belorig-

ingness™ is.not just related to having material means; it . -

has to do with learning and possessing confidence in
your place in the world. Working-class people—the

ones who did not hear Schubert or see-a Brueghel until-
freshman year in college—can Larn &1l this, but never
as well. Something is always a httle off about us, Iﬂce :

an engine with imprecise timing. ' -

Blue- collar kids are taught by then' _parents dnd L

commumues to worL hard to- achJeve and that mem

e "-.‘- 'bt‘i&

ALTHOUGH'MY PARENTS wanted me to climb out of ti
working class, they would have picked a differsnt mid-
dle-class life for me. They foresaw a large bank accoun:.
a big house, and a standing date for Sunday macaron'

My father had a tough rime accepting my decision

‘become a mere newspaper reporter, a field that pays =
little more than-construction does. He long wonderz¢
why [ hadn’t cashed in on that brick-and-ivy education
and taken on soie lawyer- lucrative job. Here I was
'braakmg blue—collar ruie'No. 1: Make as much mons=:

\'Iosl fathers collapsed i front of
the tube at the end of the: -day, inca-
pable-of a.nyth1ng~else Kids were
shushed and ordered to sneak sileni-
ly past these weary. men, whose self-
esteem was often undcrmmed by jobs

professionals born in the working
class report feeling out of place'and
- outmaneuvered at the office. Soon
enough ‘Straddlers learn that straigat talk won't
always cut it in shirt-and-tie America, where people
rarely say what they mean. Resolving conflicts head-
on;and speaking your mind doesn’t always work. no
matter how educated vou are.

In the working class, people perform jobs in which
they are closely supervised and are required to follow
orders and instructions. That in turn affects how they
socialize their children. Working-class kids are brought
up in a home in which conformity and obedience are
the norm—the same characteristics that malke for a
good factory worker. As Massachusetts Straddler
Nancy Dean says, “We're raised 1o do wkat our moth-
er says, what the teacher says, what the boss says. Just
keep vour mouth shut. No one cares what you have to
say: Don't ask, don’t question, do what you're toid.”

devoid of creauwty freedom, or flexibility. Sometimes

after dinner, a few of the men would tinker with their
cars, habitsileft over from vounger, betterdays. Tt allowed
them a sense of mastery not permitted at work, a proj-
ect to complete without a boss carping about its progress
or quality. Of course, wives weren’t happy about this
withdrawa! from the family. And so arguments would
start, and hard days would sometimes end badly.

I idealized my dad. Up at five every morming, my
father made .a religion of responsibility. My dad was-
u’t crazy about the bricklayer life. He wanted o be 2
singer and an actor when he was young, but-that was
frivolous doodling 1o his immigrant father, whe
expected money 10 be coming in: After combat dury
in Korea, my dad returned home, learned his father-in-
law’s trade, and acquiesced to a life of -backbreaking
routine. He says he can’t find the black-and-white pub-
licity glossies he once had made to promote his singing
career. Many Straddlers witnessed the shelving of their

1§oen 1731 MARCFH. LAPRED 004



blue-collar parents’ dreams. As kids, my brother and 1
joked about our father's would-be singing career. won-
dering where we all would-have been had héibecome
rich and famous. One of our close (literally) neigh-

bors once told him they liked it when Dad took-a show- _
erbecause of the inevitableconcert he'd provide, Wher

one of my father’s sisters died and he stopped singing
for a while, the nenzhbor nonced -and asked my father
what was wron g

" Much about workmg class hfc is admlrab]e and ﬁne
The trick is to avoid glonfymg it'without pa.mung fife
in lt too dalldy Sure we hved w1th 4 few gavones,- what

in myself and JooL forin others ] mec _ T
an essential defining factor: A '

» A well-developed work ethic, the'kind th;
early and keeps youlocked in until the job is do
less of how odious or personally:distasteful thé task

« A respect for your parents that isnothing short:g
rehglous, something I was amazed'to find was-no
shared among thekids with Whoml went toc Vege an
graduate school. T

+ The need for close contact with extended; arily
aunts, uncles, grandparents—who.each had the luthor=
ity 1o whack you in the back of the head sh d you.t
behawor call for it. . :

ing;a phys:cahty that’s’ honest basu: and attractxva
(When I worked for New York Newisday, a‘disgruntled ™

reader had'been stalking me and‘pérs‘iStentlyfi‘hﬁ»eaten-,
ing my life. A colleague suggested I'get 2 “goon”to pro--

tect me.. An editor -answered, “Alfred doesnt nced a
goon. Alfred:is a goon.”)- - -

‘We could. between money troubles and f axmly crises
recognize the good in life. Nobody laughs like blue-
collar people. who-are unashamed to-pound the table
in gasping recognition of a pure truth; or:glaring
absurdity, or sharp irony. ] have seen relatives grab onto
each other for support in tear-blurred spasms-of guf-
fawing that nearly chokes them. 1t’s fun to watch.

" _ STRUGGLE. WORKING-CLASS people will tell you, is central

to biue-collar life~—and the chief architect of character.

“This heritage of struggle, as writer and working-class aca-

demic Janet Zandy puts t, develops a built-in collectivity
inthe worlang class, a sense of peopie helpingeach-other—

_you're not going-it alone, and you have buddies to-warch

your back. It’s different in the middle class, Zandy and oth-
ers argue, where the emphasis is on individuatachievement

-and personal ambition. The middle class; many Straddlers

would say, rarely had to pay working-class type dues, and

were most hker unaware of the class advantages they had

to assure their posmons in life and business.

taised in: authontanan homes do 1ess well i school than ™ *
kids from less regiménted middle-clas$’énvifonments.”
Without intending 10,-says Hamilion College soiolo= " * -
_gist Dennis Gilbert: ‘parents who-stress Obedxence -over:
L’cunosxty arechampioning the vahies- Q" the- woer
" class, and helping to keep their kids in i ;
Temple University. socxologwt Annette "areau dld‘ U
some initeresting work in this aréa,‘she tells me. ‘Studying” -
88 African-American and white. children from the North:
east and the Mldwest who ‘were-betweén’thé ages- -of 8-
and 10, Lareduwas.able 10 see:distinct-différences inithe -
* way working-class ‘and middle-class kids“are raised..In
. fact, she concludes, thei 1mportance of classTnfluencéin

‘their upbringing was greater.even than' thaf of race.’

Ultimately: working-class and middle-class ‘culnires:”
are based on différent foundations, says Minnesotay psy-'
chologist Barbara Jensen. herseif a Straddler. Thecore .~ -

value of the working class is being part 6f a like- ~mind-
ed group—a family, 2 union,a community—which

instills a strong sense of loyalty. The core value of ‘the -

middie classiis achievement by the individual.

The middle class, Jensen says, sees little else buiits -

own culture. That's made easier by the fact that the
middle class literally writes our culture. Movies. books,
the news media; and television are creations of the mid-
dle class. Working-class peopie see little of themselves
in popular culture. (There are exceptions, of course:
Working Girl, Norma Rae, Roseanne. But by and large,
Jenseri’s observation holds true.) Thus, the middle-
class gets to see complex depictions of itself, while
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Whﬂe mxddle-class kids are allowed some.say and
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the working class views mostly stereotypes of itself.
Obviously, people are-more than just class. We all
embody interlocking cultures—ethnicities. races. gen-
ders. We possess different skills and inclinations: Still,
impreciseas many of the flash cards are, they doreflect
people’s perceptions. The perceptions we allhave of the
other side can have a greater impact than reality.

WHEN WE -WERZ . YOUNG, my mother took my brother

Chris.and me into Manhattan on special days. Fthinik
she'wanted to $how us there was grace inithis world:

: cumstance ’I‘hese forays provxded know]edge nd hope
“of somcthmg better. - =
' Thecar of the: e]evated F Tram wnh its: orangc seats
smelled like sweat, parfume and urine—-a’ Broo}dyn
o potpom ri. At the Smith and 9th: St statxon, theF:train -

~* “harbor and the Statue of Liberty. Vistas-shifted‘as the
" “trainlurched forward. We: g0t & ohmpse of ‘the: Man:

suddenly bpened up.-That moment’ when you slowly
rise iout.of the:subway onto a Manhatian street’is:
somethma that still- ‘exciles mé even now, "housands
“of rides later. Manhattan had wealth. “Women® wore: -
furs, limos choked the streets. Asa working-class per-
-son. you could partake-of this high life in bits. enjoy
4ts plenitude at the edges; eat soup at-Lord & Taylor
withoutinecessarily buying clothes, then light a candle
at St.-Patrick’s Cathedral. ;gawking at the opulence in
both places. My mother taught us to find-a hotel if
we needed a bathroom, and I'd feign bladder emer-

gencies just to see Manhartan’s grand lobbies. Some-

times we’d simply look at the buildings on which my
father:and grandfather worked. -

When I-goi older, ] would schlep to Manhattcm thh
my friends-whenever I could, drawn by its implicit
promise of something better. We wondered whether
Manhattan girls-kissed differently, talked differently,
smelled nicer. We'd -be- outside clubs, ‘the: dreaded
bridge-and-tunnel boys from Jersey and-the toroughs,
wearing the wrong clothes. Doormen knew to exclude
s, and they did so without a-second thought. We were
the help—the stockboys, the busboys, the guys from
nowhere, left out-in the-cold. Guys like us were passed
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7 p\.ople perce ed tobe enjoving all of life’s goodles We

““hattan'skyline; shxmng acrossithe water: The world -
. = talked toughand spoke to my people. My father would

~read the Dazly “News out loud to us over breakfast on

over for inspection in favor-of preppies from the Mid-
west, South, and West, who have Uadmonall) flocked
to.the city:to begin careers.

-No matter how lowly a job they toiled at, preppies
always seemed to have:money to spend at night. They
were the ones who staggered-to their feet in bars-at 2
am. when ‘the jukebox played Sinatra’s “New York,
New York.” It was the outsiders’ antherz, the song they
sang 1o themselves to remind one another that they had
left Missouri-or:-wherever behind and were now making
itin the Apple. These nouveau New Yorkers took our

‘wanted whatithey possessed—their polish, theirworld-

7 lm' SS, the apj 'arcm control they had over I.hﬁll‘ lives.

o -arced highiinto the air and suddenly you could see the;{j THIS lS PART OF th° baszs for my beef thh Carolme

= I\ennedy When I-decided in high school:that I wanted

tobe areporter I applied t0-be a copyboy at the New
York Daily-News, the-spirited. blue-collar tabloid-that

Satm'aay mornings. He and my mother would laugh a:
_ the Jatest outrages of -politicians-and .assorted city
scoundrels. Here, I figured, they'd glvethe“otbngmgz

‘a’break. When 1.was 181 wrote a nice letter to the eéi-

tors about my fatherand the breakfast tabie and his ioy-
alty to his union. They told me sorry, they weren't hir-
ing copyboys. Then I read a few .days later that the
editors had given a-copyboy’s job to Caroline Kennedy.
I'msure she’s is a lovely person; but still. So«t’s like that
I said to myself. Years:later, when I was interviewing
for-a reporting job-at the Daily News, I made a-poin:
of mentioning the Kenuedy story to the editor. I teid
him, ““You guys.owe me.”” The editor, whose father haé
en a cop, must have appreciated my
atdtude, because he hired me.

» Alfred-Lubrano is o reporter ond feature writer
ar the Philadelphiz Inquirer and o frequent com
mentator on National Public Radios Weekend -
Edition This story- was excerpted from his new: ;
book, Limba: Blue-Collar. Roots, Whrte-Coliar !
Drsams (John Wiley & Sons} :




