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time pressures, frade-offs to sove money, and the burden o( p/eosing ofhers make ii difficult for mothers to 
enacf the idealized vision of homtH:ooked meals advocated by foodies and public heolrh officials. 

I

Cooking is at times joyful, but it is also 
fill ed with time pressures, trade-offs 
designed o save money, and th e burden 
of pleasing others. 

t's a hot, sricky Fourth of JuJy in Nord1 Caro­
lina, and Leanne, a married working-class Black 
mother of three, is in her cramped kitchen. She's 

been cooking for several hours lovingly prepar­
ing pota to salad, beef ribs chicken legs, and col­
lards for her family. Abruptly, her mother decides 
to leave before eating anything. "But you haven't 
eaten," Leanne says. "You know I prefer my own 
potato salad," says her mom. She takes a plateful 
to go anyway. 

Her 7-year-old son takes medication for 
ADHD and often isn't hungry until it wears off 
usually right before bedtime. Leanne's l -year­
old daughter gets fussy when her mom cooks, 
and looks for attention. Her husband doesn't 
offer much help; his contribution involves po ur­
ing barbecue sauce on the ribs, which Leonne 
calls " working his iriagic." Leanne wipes her 
brow and mutters to herself about the $80 she 
spent on ingredients. By 
the time she's fini shed 
cooking she says, "l 
don 't want to eat!" 

fn the fight to combat 
nsmg obesity rates, 
modern-day food gurus advocate a return to the 
kitchen. Michael Pollan, author of Coo!wd, and 
America's most influential "foodie-intellectual," 
tells us that the path to reforming the food sys­
tem "passes r ight through the kitchen." ew 
Yo rk Times' food columnist Mark Bittman 

agrees, saying the goal should be "to get people 
to see cooking as a joy rather than a burden." 
M agazines such as Good Housekeeping and tele­
vision personali ties like Rachael Ray offer practi­
cal cooking advice co get Americans into the 
kitchen, publishing recipes for 30-minute meals 
and meals that can be made in the slow cooker. 
First Lady Michelle Obama has also heen influ­
ential in popularu.ing public health messages that 
emp hasize the role thar mothers play when it 
comes to helping children ma.ke healthy choices. 

The message that good parents-and in par­
ricular, good mothers-cook. for cheir families 
dovetails w ith increasingly imensive and unre­
alistic standards of "good" mothering. Accord­
ing to the sociologist Sharon Hays, to be a good 
mom today, a woman must demonstrate intense 
devotion to her children. O ne could say that 
home-cooked meals have become the hallmark 

of good mothering, sta­
ble fami lies, and the 
ideal of the healthy, pro­
ductive citizen. 

Yet in reality, home-
cooked meals rarely look 

this good. Leanne for example, who held down 
a minimum-wage job while taking classes for 
an a, : ociate's degree, often spent her valuable 
rime preparing meals, only to be rewarded with 
family members' complaints-or disinterest. 
Our extensive observations and interviews with 
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mothers like Leanne reveal something that often 
gets overlooked: cooking is fraught. 

feeding the family 

Over the past year and a half, our research 
team conducted in-depth interviews with 150 
Black, White, and Latina mothers from all walks 
of life. We also spent over 250 hours conducting 
ethnographic observations with 12 working­
dass and poor families. We observed them in 
their homes as they prepared and ate meals, and 
tagged along on trips to the grocery store and to 
their children's check-ups. Sitting around the 
kitchen table and getting a feel for these women's 
lives, we came to appreciate the complexities 
involved in feeding a family. 

While Pollan and others wax nostalgic about 
a time when people grew their own food and 
sat around the dinner table eating it, they fail to 
see all of the invisible labor that goes into plan­
ning, making, and coordinating family meals. 
Cooking is at times joyful, but it is also .filled 
with time pressures, trade-offs designed to save 
money, and the burden of pleasing others. 

Wanda and her husband, Marquan, working­
class Black parents of two young girls, were con­
stantly pressed for time. Both were employed by 
the same fast-food chain, but in different rural 
locations 45 minutes 
apart. They depended on 
Wanda's mother, who 
lived 30 minutes away, 
for childcare. During the 
five weeks we spent 
with them, their car was 
broken down and since they did not have 
enough money to repair it, they relied on a com­
plex network of friends and family members 
for rides. Their lives were further complicated 
by the fact that they didn't know their weekly 
schedules-what hours, shifts, or even days they 
would be working-until they were posted, 

sometimes only the night before. Once they 
learned their shifts, they scrambled to figure out 
transportation and childcare arrangements. 

Wanda liked her job, but her unpredictable 
schedule made it difficult to cook regular meals 
the way she wanted to. This time dilemma was 
also hard for Leanne, who worked for the same 
fast-food corporation as Wanda and Marquan, 
but in an urban area that lacked reliable public 
transportation. Sometimes, Leanne would take a 
taxi to work only to find out that business was 
slow and she was not needed. At othe r times, she 
was asked to work late. Because of this, Leanne 
and her family had no set mealtime: cooking and 
eating were often catch-as-catch-can. 

Wanda's and Leanne'!; situation is increas­
ingly common. As real wages have stagnated, 
many households depend on every adult family 
member working, sometimes in multiple jobs 
and jobs with nonslandar<l an<l unpredictable 
hours, to make ends meet. Since the 1960s, 
working women have cut back on household 
tasks, including cooking and cleaning, according 
to sociologist Liana Sayer. Even so, balancing 
paid work and unpaid work at home, women 
today have less free time than they did a genera­
tion ago; and, in line with heightened expecta­
tions of motherhood, they now report spending 
more time engaged in childcare than did 

mothers in the 1960s. lt's 
gic about a time not surprising that they 
r own food and sat struggle to find time to 
 eating it, they foil cook. 
r that goes into And, of course, cook­

ing isn't just about the 
time it takes to prepare 

the meal. It also involves planning ahead to be 
sure the ingredients are on hand, and it means 
cleaning up afterwards. Samantha, a single White 
mother of three, was blunt when we asked her if 
she liked cooking. "Not really," she said. "I just 
hate the kitchen ... having to come up with a 
meal and put it together. I know I can cook but 

While some wax nostal
when people grew thei
around the dinner table
to see the invisible labo
family meals. 
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it's the planning of the meal, and seeing if they're 
going to like it, and the mess that you make. And 
then the mess afterwards .... If it was up to me, I 
wouldn't cook." 

Though the mothers we met were squeezed 
for time, they were still expected to produce elab­
orate meals cooked from scratch. Even the 
middle-class women we talked with, who enjoyed 
regular work hours and typically shared the 
household work with a partner, said they lacked 
the time to cook the way they felt they should. 
Most got home from work around six o'clock, 
and then attempted to cook meals from scratch 
(as the experts advise) while their children clam­
ored for their attention. 

between time and money 

Greely, a married middle-class White mother 
of one child, had recently started her own c:iter­
ing company. She was working long hours during 
the week to get her business off the ground, and 
reasoned that taking time on the weekend to 
prep vegetables and lunches would help her cre ­
ate ideal meals. She explained, "I  feel [that] when 
I have the time, I enjoy cooking. And when it's so 
compressed and after a stressful day, it's kind of 
horrible. I feel like, because I'm not able to spend 
as much time with Adelle now, I don't want to 
spend an hour cookiqg after I pick her up from 
school every day. You know, like it's fine some­
times, but I want to be able to sit down an<l help 
her with her homework or help her. finish her 
Valentines for her classmates or whatever that 
may be . I was supposed 
to soak black-eyed peas Being poor makes it ne
last night and I forgot." to enact the foodie versi

The mothers we met cooked meal. 
who were barely pay­
ing the bills routinely cooked-contrary to the 
stereotype that poor families mainly eat fast 
food-because it was more economical . Isis, a 
poor single Black mother, told us that she got 

tired of cooking, but continued to do so to save 
money. "If I don't cook then they'll go get some­
thing out to eat," she said. "But then that's 
wasting money." 

Yet being poor makes it nearly impossible to 
enact tbe foodie version of a home-cooked meal. 
The ingredients that go into meals considered to 
be healthy-fresh fruits and vegetables, whole 
grains, and Jean m�ats-are expensive. A recent 
study of food prices around the globe found 
that it costs $1.50 more per day-or about $550 
a year per person-to eat a healthier diet than a 
less healthy diet. 

The cost of healthy ingredients is not the 
only barrier. Many of the poor mothers we met 
also lacked reliable transportation, and there­
fore typically shopped just once a month. As a 
result, they avoided buying fresh produce, 
which spoiled quickly. Mothers also struggled 
to prepare meals in small trailers or apartments 
with minimal space. We observed homes with­
out kitchen tables or functional appliances, 
infested by bugs and rats, and lacking basic 
kitchen tools like sharp knives, cutting boards, 
pots, and pans. 

The idea that home cooking is inherently 
ideal reflects an elite foodie standpoint. Roman­
tic depictions of cooking assume that everyone 
has a home, that family members are home eat­
ing at the same time, and that kitchens and din­
ing spaces are equipped and safe. This is not 
necessarily the case for the families we met. 

During the month we spent with Flora, a 
poor Black mother who was currently sepa­

rated from her husband, 
arly impossible she was living with her 
on of a home­ daughter and two grand-

children in a cockroach­
and flea-infested hotel 

room with two double beds. They prepared all 
of their food in a small microwave, rinsing their 
utensils in the bathroom sink. Many of the fam­
ilies we met lived in trailers or homes with thin 
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walls that provided little protection from the 
outside elements. Some homes had holes in the 
floor or walls, making it nearly impossible to 
keep pests out. Claudia, a married Latina 
mother of four, was battling a serious ant inva­
sion in her home. She watched in horror as the 
ant poison her 12-year-old son was scattering 
around the trailer's perimeter drifted through 
an open window and settled on the food she 
was preparing at the kitchen counter. 

Still, mothers felt responsible for preparing 
healthy meals for their children and keenly 
experienced the gap between the romanticized 
version of cooking and the realities of their 
lives. When asked what an "ideal world" would 
look like for her, Ruth, a widowed Black mother 
of two, said she would like to have a bigger 
house that included a "bigger stove, and 
kitchen, and refrigerator so I can cook a little 
more au<l Jo what I need to do to cook health­
ier. Give me the money to provide for them a 
little healthier." With more money and space, 
Ruth con!d cook the elaborate meals she loves. 

To our surprise, many of the middle-class 
mothers we met also told us that money was a 
barrier to preparing healthy meals. Even though 
they often had household incomes of more than 
$100,000 a year, their membership in the middle­
class was costly. While they did not experience 
food shortages, they were forced to make trade­
offs in order to save money-like buying less­
healthy processed food, or fewer organic items 
than they would like. For low-income mothers, 
the trade-offs ,Ht: slarker: they skipped meals, or 
spent long hours in line at food pantries or 
applying for assistance, to make sure their 
children had enough to eat.. 

food fights 

"I don't need it. I don't want it. I never had it," 
exclaimed 4-year-old Rashan when his mom 
served him an unfamiliar side dish. Rashan's 

reaction was not uncommon. We rarely observed 
a meal in which at least one family member 
didn't complain about the food they were served. 
Some mothers coaxed their children to eat by 
playing elaborate games or by hand-feeding 
them. One middle-class mother even set a timer, 
telling her son that he had to eat as much of what 
was on his plate as he could before the time ran 
out. Feeding others involves taking multiple pref­
erences into consideration, and balancing time 
and money constraints. 

Rather than risk trying new and expensive 
foods that might prove unpopular, many low­
income mothers opted to cook the same foods 
again and again. They reasoned that it was bet­
ter to stick with foods' (often processed) that 
they knew their families would eat, rather than 
risk wasting money and food. 

Giselle, a single Black mother of two, worked 
two part-time jobs to make ends meet. There 
was little room in the food budget to experiment 
with new or expensive foods. When it came time 
to decide what to make for supper, Giselle played 
it safe. She explained, "Because I don't want to 

cook something [they won't like] because I'll, 
like, waste the food. Right? Waste the food." 

Low-income mothers tended to avoid using 
recipes, because the ingredients were expensive 
and they weren't sure if their families would 
like the new dishes. Instead, they continued to 
make what was tried and true, even if they 
didn't like the food themselves. Sandy, a White 
mother of two, tried hard to cook around her 
boyfriend's preferences. She liked fish, but her 
boyfriend didn't. So she ignored her food inter­
ests in order to "do something for my whole 
house." Sociologist Marjorie De Vault also found 
in her book Feeding the Family that women con­
sidered men's needs, sometimes above all others, 
when it came to preparing meals. 

For middle-class mothers, cooking was about 
more than negotiating preferences for certain 
foods. They felt that offering new foods was 
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crucial for developing their kids' palates-even if 
the process sometimes led to food fights. Their 
stories suggest that cooking like Pollan and other 
experts prescribe is time consuming and stress­
ful. Some spent significant amounts of time read­
ing the literature on the latest and best healthy 
foods, seeking out aµd trading new healthy 
recipes, and reworking the food budget to 
include more organic food-leading to greater 
anxiety about cooking and serving food. 

For Elaine, a married White mother of one 
child, cooking involved high stakes. She and her 
husband worked full time, and Elaine's efforts 
to make meals from scratch rarely ended hap­
pily. She spent time prepping food on the week­
ends in order to cook ideal meals during the 
week. She explained, "When we get home, it's 
such a rush. I just don't know what happens to 
the time. I am so frustrated. That's why I get so 
angry! I get frustrated 'cause I'm like, I wanna 
make this good meal that's really healthy and I 
like to cook 'cause it's kind of my way to show 
them that I love them, 'This is my love for you 
guys!' And then I wind up at the end just, you 
know, grrr! Mad at the food because it takes me 
so long. It's like, how can it take an hour for me 
to do this when I've already cut up the carrots 
and the celery and all I'm doing is shoving it 
into a bowl?" 

Even the extensive prep work that Elaine did 
on the weekends did~'t translate into a relaxing 
meal during the weekday. Instt'.ad, like so many 
mothers, Elaine felt frustrated and inadequate 
about not living up to the ideal home-cooked 
meal. Their stories suggest that utopian family 
meals are nearly impossible to create, r10 matter 
how hard mothers try. 

thinking outside the kitchen 

The vision of the family meal that today's food 
experts are whipping up is alluring. Most people 
would agree that it would be nice to slow down, 

eat healthfully, and enjoy a home-cooked meal. 
However, our research leads us to question why 
the front line in reforming the food system has to 
be in someone's kitchen. The emphasis on home 
cooking ignores the time pressures, financial con­
straints, and feeding challenges that shape the 
family meal. Yet this is the widely promoted stan­
dard to which all mothers are held. Our conver­
sations with mothers of young children show us 
that this emerging standard is a tasty illusion, one 
that is moralistic, and rather elitist, instead of a 
realistic vision of cooking today. Intentionally or 
not, it places the burden of a healthy home­
cooked meal on women. 

So let's move this conversation out of the 
kitchen, and brainstorm more creative solutions 
for sharing the work of feeding families. How 
about a revival of monthly town suppers, or 
healthy- food trucks? Or perhaps we should 
rethink how we do meals in schools and work­
places, making lunch an opportunity for savor­
ing and sharing food. Could schools offer to-go 
meals that families could easily heat up on busy 
weeknights? Without creative solutions like 
these, suggesting that we return to the kitchen en 
masse will do little more than increase the bur­
den so many women already bear. 
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REVIEW QUESTIONS 

l. Describe the ideal that this research is 

reacting lo, and identify some of 

the ways that the reality falls short of 

the ideal. 
2. Name and discuss some of the porticular 

struggles that poor fomilies face when trying 

to prepare home-cooked meals. 
3. The lost paragraph of the article suggests 

some ways to circumvent these problems. 

Using one of their suggestions (or coming 

up with one af your own), brainstorm 
and describe how that solution would 

work, or identify any problems you see 

with it. 
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32working-class growing pain-s 
spring 2014 

how do working-class men and women navigate the transition fo adulthood amid economic insecurity and 
social isolation? research finds that young adults experience fear of intimate relationships, low expectations of 
work, and widespread distrust of institutions as they come of age. 

I
n a working-class neighborhood in Lowell, 
Massachusetts, I sat across the kitchen table 
from a 24-year-old White woman named 

Diana. The daughter of a dry cleaner and a 
cashier, Diana graduated from high school and 
was accepted into a private university in Boston. 
She embarked on a criminal justice degree while 
working part-time at a local Dunkin' Donuts, 
taking out loans to pay for her tuition and room 
and board. But after two years, Diana began to 
doubt whether the benefits of college would ever 
outweigh the costs, so she dropped out of school 
to be a full-time cashier. 

She explained, "When I work, I get paid at 
the end of the week. But in college, I would have 
had to wait five years to get a degree, and once 
I got that, who kno-..ys if I would be working 
or find something I wanted to be." Now, close 
to $100,000 in debt, Diana has forged new 
dreams of getting married, buying a home with 
a pool in a wealthy suburb of Boston, and having 
five children, a cat, and a dog-by the time she 
is 30. 

But Diana admitted that she can't even find 
a man with a steady job to date, let alone 
marry, and that she will likely regret her deci­
sion to leave school: "Everyone says you can't 
really go auywhere unless you have a degree. I 
don't think I am going to make it anywhere 
past Dunkin' when I am older, and that scares 

me to say. Like it's not enough to support 
me now." 

Living with her mother and bringing home 
under $275 per week, Diana is stuck in an 
extended adolescence with no end in sight. Her 
yardsticks for adulthood-owning her own 
home, getting married, finishing her education, 
having children, and finding a job that pays her 
bills-remain spectacularly out of reach. "Your 
grandparents would get married out of high 
school, first go sready, then get married, like 
they had a house," she reflected. "Since I was 
16, I have asked my mother when I would be an 
adult, and she recently started saying I'm an 
adult now that I'm working and paying rent, 
but I don't feel any different." 

What does it mean to "grow up" today? Even 
just a few decades ago, the transition to adult­
hood would probably not have causec.l Diana 
so much confusion, anxiety, or uncertainty. 
(n 1960, the vast majority of women mar­
ried before they turned 21 and had their first 
child before 23. By 30, most men and women 
had moved out of their parents' homes, com­
pleted school, gotten married, and begnn hav­
ing children. As over a decade of scholarly and 
popular literature has revealed, however, in the 
latter half of the twentieth century traditional 
markers of adulthood have become increas­
ingly delayed, disorderly, reversible-or have 
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been entirely abandoned. Unlike their 1950s 
counte1·parrs, who followed a well-worn path 
from school to work, and courtship to marriage 
to childbearing, men and women cod,1y are 
more likely to remain 
unmarried; to live at 
home and stay in school 
for longer periods of 
time; to switch from 
job to job; to have children out of wedlock; to 
divorce; or not have children at all. 

long and winding journey 

Growing up, in essence, has shifted from a 
clear-cut, stable, and normative set of transitions 
to a long and winding jow:ney. This shift has 
been greeted with alarm, and the Millennial Gen­
eration has often been cast as entitled, self­
absorbed, and lazy. In 2013, for example, Time 
magazine's cover story on "The Me Me Me Gen­
eration" headlined: "Millcnnials are lazy, en.titled 
narcissists who still live with their parents." And 
a poll conducted in 2011 by the consulting firm 
Workplace Options found that the vast majority 
of Americans believe that Millcnnials don't work 
as hard as the generations before them. The over­
riding conclusion is that t hiogs have gotten 
worse-and that young people a re to blame. 

But this longing to return to the past obscures 
the restrictions-and inequalities-that charac­
terized traditional adult milesroues for many 
young people in generations past. As the histo­
rian Stephanie Coontz reminds us, in the 1950s 
and '60s women couldn't serve on juries or 
own property or take out lines of credit in th.eir 
own names; alcoholism and physical and sex­
ual abuse within families went ignored; factory 
workers, despite their rising wages and gener­
ous social benefits, reported feeling imprisoned 
by monotonous work and merciless supervi­
sion; and African Americans were denied access 
ro voting, pensions, and health care. 
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The social movements for civil rights, femi­
nism, and gay pride that emerged during sub­
sequent decades erased many of these barr iers, 
granting newfound freedoms to young adults 

in their wake. In many 
ways, young people 
today have a great deal 
more freedom and 
opportunity than their 

1950s counterparts: women, especially, can 
p ursue higher education, advance in profes­
sional careers, choose if and when to have 
children, and leave abusive marriages. And all 
young adults have more freedom to choose a 
partner regardless of sex or race. 

As psychologist Jeffrey Arnett argues: "More 
than ever before, coming of age in the rwenty· 
first century means learning to stand alone as a 
self-sufficient person, capable of making choices 
an<l decisions independently from among a wide 
range of possibilities." But that's not the whole 
story. Just as many social freedoms for young 
people have expanded, economic securiry­
stable, well-paid jobs, access to health insurance 
and pensions, and affordable education-has 
contracted for the working class. Meanwhile, the 
growing fragiHty of American families and com­
munities over the same time period has placed 
the responsibility for launching young adults 
into the future solely on the shoulders of them­
selves and their parents. 

For the more affluent young adulcs of this 
"Peter Pan Generation"-those with a college 
fund, a parent-subsidized, unpaid internship, or 
an SAT coach-the freedom to delay marriage 
and childbearing, experiment with flexible career 
paths, and pursue higher education grants them ·1
the luxury to define adulthood in their own 
terms. But working-class men and women like 
Diana have tO figure ouc what it means to be a 
worthy adult in a world of disappearing jobs, 
soaring education costs, shrinking social support 
nerworks, and fragile families. 
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world without jobs, without comm unity, 
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From 2008 to 2010, I interviewed 100 
working-class men and women between the 
ages of 24 and 34-people who have long ago 
reached the legal age of adulthood but still do 
not feel "grown up." I went from gas stations 
to fast-food chains, community colleges to 
temp agencies, tracking down working-class 
young people, African 

Coming of age meaAmericans and Whites, 
men and women, and only on yourself. 

documenting the myriad 
obstacles that stand in their way. And what I 
heard was profoundly alarming: caught in the 
throes of a merciless job market and lacking 
the social support, skills, and knowledge neces­
sary for success, working-class young adults 
are relinquishing the hope for traditional mark­
ers of adulthood-a home, a job, a family-at 
the heart of the American Dream. 

My conversations with these men and women 
uncovered the contours of a new definition of 
working-class adulthood: one characterized by 
low expectations of loyalty in work, wariness 
toward romantic commitment, widespread dis­
trust of social institutions, and profound isola­
tion from and hostility toward others who can't 
make it on their own. Simply put, growing up 
today means learning to depend on no one but 
yourself. 

ns learning to depend 

work and love amid inequality 

Pervasive economic insecurity, fear of com­
mitment, and confusion within institutions 
make the achievement of traditional markers of 
adulthood impossible and sometimes undesir­
able. The majority of the young people I spoke 
with bounce from one unstable service job to 

the next, racking up credit card debt to make 
ends meet and fearing the day when economic 
shocks-an illness, a school loan coming out of 
deferment-will erode what little stability they 
have. 

, 

Upon leaving high school, they quickly learned 
that they shouldn't expect loyalty or respect from 
their jobs. Jillian, a 26-year-old White woman, 
started out as a line cook, making $5.50 an hour 
the year she graduated from high school. Under 
the guidance of her manager, she worked her way 
up the line until she was his "right-hand man," 

running the line by her­
self and making sure 
everyone cleaned up their 
stations at the end of a 

long day. When Bill died suddenly from a heart 
attack, the owner waited to hire a new manager, 
causing a year of skeleton crews, chaos, and 
back-breaking 70-hour workweeks. 

Jillian knew that she was lucky to have all 
those hours a week to work, especially in the 
recession, and she didn't complain: "you basi­
cally worshipped the ground they walked on 
because they gave you a job. You had to keep 
your mouth shut." But when Jillian pushed for 
changes and the owner snapped, "You won't 
get respect anywhere else, so why expect it 
here?" She quit. "I thought I had it going good 
for a while there. But everything really came to 

a screeching halt, and I bought a car, and now 
not having a job ... I feel like I'm starting 
over." 

Indeed, growing up means learning that 
trusting others, whether at school, home, or 
work, will only hurt them in the end. Rob is a 
26-year-old White man whom I met while 
recruiting at a National Guard training weekend 
in Massachusetts. Rob told me his story in an 
empty office at the armory because he was cur­
rently "crashing" on his cousin's couch. When he 
graduated from his vocational high school, he 
planned to use his training in metals to build a 
career as a machinist: "Manufacturing technol­
ogy, working with metal, I loved that stuff," he 
recalled longingly. As he attempted to enter the 
labor market, however, he quickly learned that 
his newly forged skills were obsolete. 
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"I was the last class at my school to learn to 
manufacture tools by hand," he explained. 
"Now they use CNC [computer numerical con­
trolled] machine programs, so they just draw 
the part in the computer and plug it into the 
machine, and the machine cuts it.... I haven't 
learned to do that, because I was the last class 
before they implemented that in the program at 
school, and now if you want to get a job as a 
machinist without CNC, they want five years' 
experience. My skills are useless." 

Over the last five years, Rob has stacked 
lumber, installed hardwood floors, landscaped, 
and poured steel at a motorcycle factory. His 
only steady source of income since high school 
graduation has been his National Guard pay, 
and although he recently returned from his sec­
ond 18-month deployment in Afghanistan, he is 
already considering a third: "I am looking for a 
new place. I don't have a job. My car is broken. 
It's like, what exactly can you do when your car 
is broken and you have no job, no real source 
of income, and you are making four or five 
hundred dollars a month in [military] drills." 
He explains his economic predicament: "Where 
are you going to live, get your car fixed, on 
$500 a month? I can't save making 500 bucks a 
month. That just covers my bills. I have no sav­
ings to put down first and last on an apartment, 
no car to get a job. I find myself being like, oh 
what the hell? Can't it just be over? Can't I just 
go to Iraq right now? Send me two weeks ago 
so I got a paycheck already!" 

Insecurity seeps into the institution of family, 
leaving respondents uncertain about both the 
feasibility and desirability of commitment. 
Deeply forged cultural connections between eco­
nomic viability, manhood, and marriage prove 
devastating, as men's falling wages and rising job 
instability leave them uncertain about the mean­
ings of masculinity in the twenty-first century. 
Brandon, a 34-year-old Black man who manages 
the night shift at a women's clothing chain, 
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explained matter-of-factly, "No woman wants to 
sit on the couch all the time and watch TV and 
eat at Burger King. I can only take care of myself 
now. I am missing out on life but making do 
with what I have." 

For working-class women who have grown 
up shouldering immense social and economic 
burdens on their own, being responsible for 
another person who may ultimately let them 
down doesn't feel worth the risk. Lauren, a 
24-year-old barista who was kicked out of her 
father's house when she came out as a lesbian, 
has weathered years of addiction, homelessness, 
and depression, finally emerging as a survivor, 
sober and able to pay her own rent. She has cho­
sen to remain single because she fears having to 
take care of someone else. 

"I mean, everybody's life sucks, get over it! 
My mom's an alcoholic, my dad kicked me out of 
the house. It's not a handicap; it has made me 
stronger. And I want someone who has, you know, 
similarly overcome their respective obstacle and 
learned and grown from them, rather than some­
one who is bogged down by it and is always the 
victim." As Lauren suggests, since intimacy car­
ries with it the threat of self-destruction, young 
working-class men and women forgo the ben­
efits of lastiug commitment, including pooled 
material resources, mutual support, and love 
itself. 

Children symbolize the one remaining source 
of trust, love, and commitment; while pregnan­
cies are usually accidental, becoming a parent 
provides motivation, dignity, and self-worth. As 
Sherrie, whose pregnancy gave her the courage to 
break up with her abusive boyfriend, explained: 
"You have a baby to take care of! My daughter is 
the reason why I am the way I am today. If I 
didn't have her, I think I might be a crackhead or 
an alcoholic or in an abusive relationship!" Yet 
the social institutions in which young adults cre­
ate families can work against their desire to nur­
ture and protect their children. 
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Rachel, a young Black single mother, joined 
the National Guard in order to go to college 
for free through the GI Bill. However, work­
ing 40 hours a week at her customer service 
job, attending weekend army drills, and par­
enting has left her with little time for taking 
college classes. Hearing rumors that her 
National Guard unit may deploy to Iraq for a 
third time in January, she is tempted to put in 
for discharge so that she is not separated from 
her son again. However, 
her desire to give her 
son everything she pos­
sibly can-including the 
things she can buy with 
the higher, tax-free com
bat pay she receives when she deploys-keeps 
her from signing the papers: "I am kinda half 
and half with the deployment corning up. I 
could use it for the money. I could do more for 
my son. But I missed the first two years of my 
son's life and now I might have to leave again. 
It's just rough. You can't win." 

-

distrust and isolation 

Common celebrations of adulthood-
whether weddings, graduations, house-warmings, 
birthdays-are more than just parties; they are 
rituals for marking community membership and 
shared, public expressions of commitment, obli­
gation, rights, and belonging. But for the young 
men and women I spoke with, there was little 
sense of shared joy or belonging in their 
accounts of coming of age. Instead, I heard story 
after story of isolation and distrust experienced 
within a vast array of social institutions, includ­
ing higher education, the criminal justice sys­
tem, the government, and the military. While we 
may think of the life course as a process of social 
integration, marked by public celebrations of 
transitions, young working-class men and 
women depend on others at their peril. 

They believe that a college education will 
provide the tools for success.Jay, a 28-year-old 
Black man, struggled through seven years of col­
lege. He failed several classes after his mother 
suffered a severe mental breakdown. After being 
expelled from college and working for a year, 
helping his morn get back on her feet, he went 
before the college administration and petitioned 
to be reinstated. He described them as "a panel 
of five people who were not nice." As Jay saw it, 

"It's their job to hear all 
these sob stories, you 
know I understand that, 
but they just had this 
attitude, like you know 
what I mean, 'oh your 

mom had a breakdown and you couldn't turn to 
anyone?' I just wanted to be like, fuck you, but 
I wanted to go to college, so I didn't say fuck 
you." When he eventually graduated, when he 
was 25, he "was so disillusioned by the end of it, 
my attitude toward college was like, I just want 
to get out and get it over with, you know what I 
mean, and just like, put it behind me, really." He 
shrugged: "I felt like it wasn't anything to cele­
brate. I mean I graduated with a degree. Which 
ultimately I'm not even sure if that was what I 
wanted, but there was a point where I was like 
I have to pick some bullshit I can fly through 
and jnst get throllgh. T didn't nnd it at all 
worthwhile." 

Since graduating three years ago, with a com­
munications major,Jay has worked in a series of 
food service and coffee-shop jobs. Reflecting on 
where his life has taken him, he fwned: "They 
were just blowing smoke up my ass-the world 
is at my fingertips, you can rule the world, be 
whatever you want, all this stuff. When I was 
15, 16, I would not have envisioned the life I am 
living now. Whatever I imagined, I figured I 
would wear a suit every day, that I would own 
things. I don't own anything. I don't own a car. 
If I had a car, I wouldn't be able to afford my 
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Soaring education costs and shrinking 
support networks make it difficult to gain 
the skills ar;i,d knowledge needed to build 
a secure adult life. 



daily life. I'm coasting and cruising and not sure 
about what I should be doing." 

Christopher, a 24-year-old who has been 
unemployed for nine months, further illustrates 
how distrust and isolation is intensified by 
bewildering interactions with institutions. As he 
put it, "I have this problem of being tricked .... 
Like I will get a phone call that says, you won a 
free supply of magazines. And they will start 
coming to my house. Then all of a sudden I am 
getting calls from bill collectors for the sub­
scriptions to Maxim and fSPN. It's a run 
around: I can't figure out who to call. Now I 
don't even pick up the phone, like I almost 
didn't pick up when you called me." 

Recently, Christopher was taxed $400 for not 
purchasing mandatory health insurance in Mas­
sachusetts, which he could not afford because 
he was uuemployed, and did not know how to 
access for free. Like many of my respondents, he 
lacks the skills and know-how to navigate the 
institutions that frame the transition to adult­
hood. He tells his coming-of-age story as one inci­
dent of deception after another-each of which 
incurs a heavy emotional and financial cost. But 
while he acknowledges that he has not achieved 
the traditional markers of adulthood, he still 
believes that he is at least partially an adult 
because of the way he has learned to manage his 
feelings of betrayal: "I ended up the way I am 
because of my experiences. I have seen crazy shit. 
Like now if I see someone beating someone up 
in the street, I don't scream. I don't care. I have 
no emotions or feelings." Growing up hardened 
against and detached from the world, and depen­
dent on no one, Christopher protects himself 
from the possibility of trickery and betrayal. 

remaking working-class adulthood 

The working-class men and women I spoke 
with lack the necessary knowledge, skills, cre­
dentials, and money to launch themselves into a 
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secure adult future, as well as the social support
and guidance to protect themselves from eco­
nomic and social turmoil. But despite their pro­
found anger, betrayal, and loss, they do not want
pity-and they do not expect a handout. On the
contrary, at a time when individual solutions to
collective structural problems is a requirement 
for survival, they believe that adulthood means 
taking responsibility for one's own successes and 
failures. Emma, who works as a waitress, praised 
her grandfather who worked his way up digging 
ditches for a gas company; she says it is now up 
to her to "take what you are given and utilize it 
correctly." Similarly, Kelly, a line cook who has 
lived on and off in her car, explains, "Life doesn't 
owe me any favors. I ca~ have a sense of my own 
specialness and individuality, but that doesn't 
mean that anybody else has to recognize that or 
help me accomplish my goals." 

This bootstrap mentality, while highly praised 
in our culture, has a darker side: blaming those 
who can't make it on their own. Wanda, the 
daughter of a tow-truck driver who wants to go 
to college but can't afford the tuition, expresses 
anger at her parents' lack of economic support: 
"I feel like it's their fault they don't have noth­
ing." Working-class youth ha:v:e little trust even in 
those closest to them and-despite the social and 
economic forces that work against their efforts­
they blame themselves for their shortcomings. 

Julian, a young Black man, is a disabled vet 
who is unemployed, divorced, and living with 
his mother. Describing his inability to find a 
steady job and lasting relationship, he tells me: 
"Every day l look in the mirror, and I could 
bullshit you right now and tell you that race has 
something to do with it. But at the end of the 
day looking in the mirror, I know where all my 
shortcomings come from. From the things that I 
either did not do or I did and I just happen to 
fail at them." They believe that understanding 
their shortcomings in terms of structural barri­
ers to mobility is a crutch; both Blacks and 
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Whites are hostile toward others who do not 
take sole responsibility for their own failures. 

John, a 27-year-old Black man who sells 
shoes, explained: "Society lets it [race] affect me. 
It's not what I want to do, but society puts tags 
on everybody. You gotta be presentable, take 
care of yourself. It's about how a man looks at 
himself and how people look at him. Some 
people use it as a crutch, but it's not gonna be 
my crutch." That is, while Black men and 
women acknowledge that discrimination per­
sists, they see navigating racism as an individual 
game of cunning. All make a virtue out of not 
asking for help, out of rejecting dependence and 
surviving completely on their own, mapping 
these traits onto their definitions of adulthood. 
Those who fail to "fix themselves" are met with 
disdain and disgust-they are not worthy adults. 

This hardening against oneself and others 
could have profound personal and political con­
sequences for the future of the American work­
ing class. Its youngest members embrace 
self-sufficiency, blame those who are unsuccess­
ful in the labor market, and choose distrust and 
isolation as the only way to survive. Rather than 
target the vast social, economic, and cultural 
changes that have disrupted the transition to 

adulthood-the decline of good jobs, the weak­
ening of unions, the shrinking of communities­
they target themselves. In the end, if they have 
to go it alone, then everyone else should, too. 
And it is hard to find even a glimmer of hope for 
their futures. 

Their coming-of-age stories arc still unfold­
ing, their futures not yet written. fo order to tell 
a different kind of story-one that promises 
hope, dignity, and connection-they must begin 
their journeys to adulthood with a living wage 
and the skills and knowledge to confront the 
future. They need neighborhoods and commu­
nities that share responsibility for launching 
them into the future. And they need new defi­
nitions of dignity that do not make a virtue out 

of isolation, self-reliance, and distrust. The 
health and vibrancy of all our communities 
depend on the creation and nurturancc of defi­
nitions of adulthood that foster connection and 
interdependence. 
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REVIEW QUESTIONS 

1. In what ways is the system working against 
working-class young adults? 

2. The author uses qualitative interviews to look 
at the transition to adulthood. What kind of 

information do these interviews add that some 
quantitative work may miss? 

3. How can policy-makers ensure that the 
policies they are creating to foster eco­
nomic growth reach all members of the 
population? 
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even when married couples think childhood class differences are in the pas/, those Fae/ors shape how each 
spouse tackles tasks and allacafes resources. 

hristie, a cheerful social worker in her mid-
40s, told me about the first time she met

( 
her husb·and, Mike. It was more than 30 

years ago, when they were in junior high school. 
She used to watch Mike as he wiped off the 
tables before the next round 0£ students entered 
the school cafeteria. She thought he was cute 
and smart. And she was not fooled by his job­
she knew that it was people like her who usu­
ally cleaned tables, not people like Mike. ln 
fact, her father worked on the maintenance 
crew at their school. 

Mike's father, by contrast, was a productive 
professor who authored famous books and trav­
eled the world attending conferences and giving 
lectures. As Christie knew, Mike washed tables 
in exchange for being allowed to go to the front 
of the liue Lo collecr- his food, not because he 
needed the money. 

When the couple began dating, their class dif­
ferences became obvious. Her parents rarely 
bought new items; their cars were used and the 
ping pong table they gave her for Christmas was 
put together with items they found. Pop-Tarts 
were her favorite food, but one that they could 
rarely afford. Mike's family bought expensive 
new cars, went on annual vacations, had cable 
TV, and had enough money ldt over to tuck a 
good amount away in Mike's trust fond. But 
while they had grown up with different amounts 
of resources, by the time we talked, Christie did 

not feel that their differences mattered. Over 
25 years of marriage, they shared a house, a 
bank account, a level of educational attainment, 
and, later, three children. Their lives had merged, 
and so had their resources. To Christie, their 
class Jiffrrences were part of their pasts, and, in 
any case, never mattered much: "I don't think 
that it was the actual economic part that made 
the tension for Mike and I. It was personality 
style more than class or money." 

Christie was one of the 64 adults in 32 
couples I interviewed about their marriages, 
their current families, and their pasts. In order 
to focus on how class background matters in 
a small sample, all respondents were White 
college-educated adults in heterosexual mar­
riages. Half were like Christie-they had grown 
up in the working class. The other half were 
like Mike-they had grown up in the middle 
class. All were married to a partner whose class 
origin was different than their own. My goal 
was to discern how what most respondents, like 
Christie, did not think mattered-their class 
background-was related to their ways of 
attending to their own lives and to their mar­
riages. Although respondents tended to think 
their class differences were behind them, irrele­
vant to their current lives, instead they left a 
deep imprint that their marriage, their shared 
resources, and their thousands of days together 
did not erase. 
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social class and family life 

1t is common knowledge that families located 
in different social classes develop different ways 
of going about daily life. Such differences were 
made famous in the 1970s by sociologist and 
psychologist Lillian Rubin in her classic book 
Worlds of Pain. Rubin interviewed couples and 
demonstrated that the texture of family life, as 
well as ideas of what it means to be a good par­
ent, child, and spouse, 
are al I shaped by the Although respondents tended to think their 

class differences were behind them, they 
left a deep imprint that their marriage, 

shared resources, and thousands of days 
together did not erase. 

resources and jobs avail­
able to families. Later, 
sociologist Annette Lar­
eau offered another in-
depth look, observing 
that the daily interactions between pa.rents and 
children, and, to some degree, between adult 
members of the family, differed by social class. 
Middle-class parents, she found, tended to man­
age their children's lives, while working-class 
parents more often let their childrcri grow. 
French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu also observed 
wide class differences. He theorized that class 
not only shapes family life, but also individuals' 
ideas and instincts about how to use resources, 
spend time, and interact with others. Sociologists 
do not see each family as wholly unique, but 
shaped by the resources av3ilable to them in 
their class position. 

Such work suggests that people like Christie 
and Mike, who grew up in different social 
classes, were likely to have different experiences 
of family and develop different ideas about a 
"good life." However, when scholars of social 
class and family lifr conduct research, they usu­
ally focus on the divide between college-educated 
couples and everyone else. This divide is critical 
for understanding inequality, but it is problem­
atic to simply call couples like Christie and Mike 
a college-educated, middle-class couple. The 
label erases the fact that Christie and Mike spent 

two decades in a class apart, and that upwardly 
mobile people like Christie may carry their ideas 
of family and a good life with them into their 
marriage and the middle class. 

Indeed, simply referring to Christie and 
Mike as a college-educated, middle-class couple 
ignores that Christie knew what it was like to 
grow up with limited savings, watch a parent 
go to a job that was consistently framed as a 
means to an end, and grow up in a family that 

expressed their emo­
tions immediately and 
intensely. It ignores that 
Mike knew of none of 
!hese things. He knew, 
instead, of family safety 
nets, jobs that were 

enjoyed beyond their financial ends, and i;mo­
tions that were rationalized and guarded. 

When social scientists ignore these back­
ground differences, they present only differences 
between college-educated and high school­
educated couples, overlooking differences within 
college-educated couples. And when married 
couples ignore these differences, they ignore that 
the class of each partner's past organizes and 
shapes the contours of their marriage. 

the organization of difference 

Christie believed that her differences from 
Mike were driven by their personalities. She 
wasn't wrong. What she did not realize, how­
ever, was that what she called their personalities 
were, in turn, related to their class trajectory. 
People like Christie-born into the working 
class but now college educated-tended to pre­
fer taking what I call a laissez-faire approach to 
their daily lives. They preferred to go with the 
flow, enjoy the moment, and live free from self­
imposed constraints. They assnmed things 
would work out without their intervention. 
People like Mike-those born into the middle 
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class-instead tended to prefer to take what I 
call a managerial approach to their daily livt:s. 
They preferred to plan, monitor, organize, and 
oversee. They assumed that things would not 
work out without their active intervention. 

The people ( interviewed did not just apply 
laissez-faire and managerial tendencies to one 
aspect of their lives, but seven. When it came to 
how to attend to their money, paid work, 
housework, time, leisurt:, parenting, and emo-
tions, middle-class-origin respondents tended to 
want to plan, organize, and oversee. Working-
class-origin respondents more often preferred to 
let things rake their own course without as much 
intervention. 

Take, for example, how Christie and Mike 
thought about money. When l met them, they 
had shared a bank account for over two decades, 
but they did not share ideas of how to use the 
money in it. Referring to money, Christie repeat-
edly told Mike: "Live for the day!" Growing up, 
saving for long-range plans was not possiblt:. 
Christie•s family had to spend what they had to 
pay their bills today. A small amount in savings 
was also normal to her as a child, and continued 
to be normal to her as a college-educated adult. 
Christie said that she learned from her parents' 
experience that worrying about money was 
unnecessary: even without much money, things 
would work Ollt. No.w ----- ----

Just as taking the pethat she and Mike were 
did not take the clasboth college-educated 

professionals who earned marriage was not a 

much more than her par­ removed the imprint

ents, this seemed espe­ class past. 
cially true. Free from 
concerns over necessities, she now made a point 
to be free from worrying about money. 

Mike, however, grew up in a family with 
more money and more options. His family could 
pay for their daily needs, then choose how to 

save for college tuition, retirement, rainy days, 
and leisure. For him, thinking about how to 

manage money was normal and he learned that 
management could make a difference. As an 
adult, Mike budgeted, monitored their current 
cxprnditures, forecasted their future expenses, 
and worried about whether he was earning 
enough. When Christie told him to "live for the 

day" and worry less, he reported responding: "I 
see that. But at the same time, we had three kids 
in college, and we're in our mid-forties. We have 
a lot of expenses." He felt that Christie's laissez-
faire philosophy was reasonable, but he felt 
more comfortable with a managerial one . 

Their differences also extended to work. 
Christie grew up observing her father work in a 
job as a maintenance worker at her public school 
while her mother did unpaid labor :it home. 
There was no career la<lder for her farhcr to 

climb. Hours were circumscribed by a time clock 
and putting in more hours would not lead to 
more status or opportunities. Mike also saw his 
mother doing unp:1id home labor, but observed 
his father, a professor, on a career ladder-from 
graduate student, to assistant, associate, and 
then full professor. More hours could lead to 

more books published, more prestige, and more 
opportunities to share his ideas. 

Such differences likely shaped Christie's and 
Mike's ideas of work. Mike felt he had to prod 
Christie, a social worker, to not be "status 

--------- quo"-to work longer 
rson out of the class hours and think about
s out of ihe person, a how moving to a new
new beginning that place might give them
s of each partner's opportunities to get 

ahead. Christie, for her 
part, admired Mike's 

dedication to work, but did nor understand it. 
Mike owned his own business. He worked long 
hours (despite not being paid by the hour} and 
he constantly felt pressure to achieve more. 
Christie asked him to work fewer hours and 
have more faith that his business would do fine 
without his planning, strategizing, and long 
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hours. So, just as Mike asked Christie to take a 
more managerial approach to work---one where 
she organized and planned her career 
trajectory-Christie asked Mike to take a more 
laissez-faire approach-one where he put in less 
time, did less planning, and assumed his career 
would be okay. Though each understood the 
other's perspective, neither adopted it. Christie 
maintained her hands-off approach to work. 
Mike maintained his hands-on one. 

This hands-on/hands-off, or managerial/ 
laissez-faire divide organized many other aspects 
of their lives. Mike wanted to manage the divi­
sion of housework by putting "more structure 
in the whole idea of who is going to do what" 
around the house. Christie wanted each to do 
the household tasks as they got around to them. 
Mike preferred to manage his feelings-to 
slowly process and weigh how to express them. 
Christie felt it was more genuine to express 
emotions as they were felt and in the way they 
were felt. Christie summarized their differences 
when she described Mike as Type A, driven, anJ 
organized-all things that she felt she was not. 

Some of the differences that Christie and Mike 
expressed might sound like gender differences. 
Gender certainly shapes ---------
how much time each Class origin shaped
spouse spends on each wanted to tackle eac

task and how much each resource. 
power they have over 
decisions in different spheres. But with the 
exception of the highly gendered spheres of 
housework and parenting in which it was mainly 
women who followed the managerial/laisscz­
faire divide, class origin alone shaped how each 
partner wanted to tackle ·each task and use eacb 
resource. Take, for example, Leslie and Tom. 
They proudly proclaim that they are nerds: they 
met at a science fiction coiwenrion, continued 
their courtship through singing together in a 
science fiction-themed choir, and, as a m.;irried 
couple, engage in role-playing games together. 
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Their shared interests and college degrees, how­
ever, could not mask the lingering ways their 
class backgrounds shaped their lives and their 
marriage. 

Leslie, a .fit 40-year-old with short brown hair 
and glasses, was raised by a graduate school­
educated middle-manager and a college-educated 
homemaker. She attended private school with 
the sons and daughters of celebrities, judges, and 
politicians-where, she said, "famous and rich 
people were the norm." Her husband, Tom, a 
shy, dark-haired 40-year-old, grew up as the son 
of a high school-educated security guard and a 
nurse. He attended public school. While their 
childhood class differences certainly could have 
been wider, they stifl mapped onro ways of 
organizing their lives. Leslie, like Mike, preferred 
a managerial approach to her \ife-sch~dulinr;, 
planning, organizing, and monitoring. Tom, like 
Christie, felt that a hands-off approach was a 
better way to live. 

The differences that Leslie and Tom 
described about money mirrored those that 
Mike and Christie expressed. Leslie stated sim­
ply: "I'm the saver and he's the spender." But it 
was not just how much Tom spent that both­

--- - ----- ered Leslie, it was also 
 how each partner thatTomdid not actively 
h task and use think about managing 

their money. Leslie com-

plained: "I do the lion's 
share of work. Beyond the lion's share of the 
work ... balancing stuff, actually paying the 
bills, keeping track of things, saying we need 
to have some goals. Both big picture and small 
picture stuff." She said that Tom did not man­
age money; he spent without thinking. 

Tom knew of Leslie's concern: "She worries 
a lot more about mohey than I do. About ho-.,v 
we're doing ... I think she would like it if I 
paid more attention to what our expenses arc 
and how the money is going out." They had 
been having these debates for the past 20 years, 
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but their differences had not gone away. Leslie 
said she still couldn't get Tom to set financial 
goals or think about how each expense fit in 
with their overall plan. Their compromise was 
that Tom checked with Leslie before making 
big purchases. But this was not an optimal 
solution for Leslie, ,who called herself the 
"superego"-the one who still had to make the 
decisions about how to manage their money, 
about what they really needed and what they 
could forgo. Torn still assumed it would all 
work out, that a hands-off approach would do 
just fine. 

Leslie also noted that she took a managerial 
approach to work, whereas Tom took a laissez­
faire one. At the time of the interview, Leslie was 
a college-educated, part-time secretary at her 
children's school. Torn was a college-educated 
computer programmer. Though Leslie's job was 
less prestigious, she found much more satisfac­
tion in it, talking about the sense of accomplish­
ment she had at work, the meaning of doing 
good work, and her goals for the future. She 
was not sure what her next career move would 
be, but she knew one thing:"I want to get some­
where." Tom didn't want to get anywhere with 
work. Leslie cried as she explained: "He's been 
at the same job for quite awhile and only moves 
when forced to." 

Leslie clarified that.her concern was not about 
how much Tom earned, but about his approach 
to his career: "I can totally understand being 
content. It's more that sometimes I just don't 
know what he wants and I'm not sure he knows. 
And this may sound dumb, but the actual goals, 
what they are, worry me less than not having 
any." To Leslie, careers were to be managed. 
Goals were to be created and worked toward. 
Tom did not have the same sense. 

Their differences also extended past what is 
direcrly related to class-money and work-to 
other parts of their lives. Like Mike, Leslie 
wanted to structure housework more than Tom 

did, so she delegated tasks and monitored his 
work. Tom, like Christie, figured the housework 
could be done when he got to it, without as 
much of a schedule. Leslie and Mike liked to 
plan and organize in general. However, while 
Mike appreciated that Christie got him to pause 
his planning and "stop to smell the roses," Leslie 
was upset that Tom did not plan. She expressed 
it as a deficiency: '\If you plan, if you're a plan­
ner, you do that mental projecting all the time. 
You're thinking ahead, saying, 'What's going to 
happen if I do this?' I really don't think he does 
that. I don't know if it's because he doesn't want 
to, it's too hard, he doesn't have the capacity, I 
don't know. But he just doesn't do that." Tom 
defended his approach: "She de.finitely wants 
more structure in things we do, more planning. 
I'm more of a 'Let's just do it' (person] and it will 
get done the best way we can get it done." 

Leslie also insisted that their children's time 
be structured by adults, guided by routines, and 
directed at learning-related outcomes. But Tom, 
again, questioned this approach: "Leslie thinks 
they need more structure than they really do." 
As such, when he was in charge of parenting, he 
did not ask their daughters to have a regular 
reading time or strict bedtime. He did not view 
each of the kids' behaviors as in need of moni­
toring, assessing, or guiding. As sociologist 
Annette Lareau observed of people currently in 
the working class, Tom, who was born into the 
working class but no longer a member, felt that 
the kids would be fine without parents' con­
stant management. 

navigating difference 

The laissez-faire/managerial differences that 
couples like Christie and Mike and Leslie and 
Tom navigated were common to the couples 
I interviewed---college-educated couples in 
which each partner grew up in a different class. 
The systematic differences that these couples 
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faced meant that class infused the ir marriages, 
usua lly without their knowledge. These differ­
ences, however, were not experienced in a uni­
form way. 

Most of the people I interviewed appreciated 
their spouse's differences, or at least found them 
understandable and valid. A minority of 
couples, however, found their differences to be 
more divisive. In these couples, middle-class­
origin respondents disdained their spouse's ani­
rudes and asked their spouse to change. 

Christie and Mike were one of the couples 
who dealt with their differences with respect 
and even admiration. Mike did not always 
agree with Christie's laissez-faire approach, but 
he appreciated her sense that he sometimes 
needed to manage less and live in the moment 
more. Christie sometimes found Mike's mana­
gerial style frustrating, but she also admired 
how organized he was. She appreciated how 
well Mike had done in his career and respected 
that he needed more planning, organization, 
and monitoring to feel secure. They preferred 
different approaches, but they saw the benefits 
of the other's way and tried to accommodate 
their partner 's differences. 

Leslie and Tom did not navigate their differ­
ences with such ease. Leslie defined Tom's hands­
off approach as deeply flawed. As such, her 
strategy was to get him to change-to get him to 
do things in a more managerial way. But her 
strategy left them both unhappy. Tom resented 
being asked to change; Leslie fumed that Tom 
would say he would change, but did not. She 
explained: "Mostly what happens is he says, 
'You're right. That would be better.' But t he 
implementation is just not always t here." Les­
lie remained frustrated with what she saw as the 
inadequacy of Tom's style, and Tom remained 
frustrated that Leslie did not see the benefits of 
living a life that was less structured, scheduled, 
and planned. Asking for assimilation was a failec.l 
strategy, both in that it did not work and in that 
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respondents said that it left them disappointed 
and dissatisfied. 

Regardless of how they navigated their 
differences-with respect or demands for 
cha nge-couples like Mike and Christie and 
Leslie and Tom had to navigate the subtle ways 
that the class of their pasts still shaped their lives 
and their marriages. The decades chat each 
couple was together, their shared college degrees, 
and their shared resources did not e.rase the fact 
chat the middle-class-origin partners preferred to 
take a managerial approach to their lives while 
working-class-origin panners favored a laissez­
faire one. Just as taking the person out of the 
class did not take the class out of the person, a 
marriage was not a new beginning that removed 
rhe imprints of each partner's class past. 
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REVIEW QUESTIONS 

1 . How do the laissez-faire and managerial 
approaches differ in terms of haw people pre­

fer to organize their daily lives? Do you think 
these distinctions make sense? 

2. Think about your own life and class back­
ground. Do you think whether you grew up 
working class, middle class, or upper class 
has shaped how you approach yaur educa­

tion and career plans? 
3. Pretend you are a counselor working with 

couples who come from different class back­
grounds. What advice might you give to 

couples to help them come to agreement 
about managing their finances? 
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