Characteristics of Classism and Poverty

It is often hard for middle class people to understand the thinking process and survival skills of the underclass. When men and women are second and third generation poverty survivors they adopt a set of rules that shapes their thinking and response to every day problems. Following are some observations from working with poor people and observing them face the challenge of survival on a day-to-day basis. 

Points to Remember: 

1. Poverty is relative. 

2. Poverty occurs in all races and countries. 

3. Economic class is a continuous line, not a clear-cut distinction. 

4. Generational poverty and situational poverty are different.

5. A person brings with him/her the hidden rules of class in which she/he lives. 

6. Schools and businesses operate for the middle-class norms and use the hidden rules of middle class. 

7. For young people and adults to be successful, we must understand their hidden rules and teach them the rules that will make them successful in school and at work. 

8. It is not enough for people of privilege to provide on-ramps to jobs and careers but we must equip men and women with the tools to navigate middle class rules. 

9. The goal of the Christian in facing poverty is not to make everyone middle class but to work towards equity and justice. 

Characteristics of Poverty: 

1. The use of money: When someone one receives extra money they are usually besieged with requests to share it from friends and neighbors. One of the hidden rules of poverty is that any extra money or goods are to be shared. In poverty it is clearly understood that one will never really get ahead so if extra money or goods are received there are basically two options. Spend it immediately or share it with those in need around you. The second option is because you never know when you will be in need and therefore you share so that when that happens others will share with you. If you are selfish then the next time you face a crisis others may not help you. It is a hidden rule of a poverty support system. In abject poverty people are possessions and people can depend on each other to help survive. You usually do not have any other possessions but people. 

2. For many people who live in poverty jail is a part of their lives on a fairly regular basis. One reason for this is that a poverty mindset has learned to live with chaos and therefore an organized society is viewed with distrust and distaste. For those in poverty the lines of right and wrong, good or bad of an organized are very thin and easily crossed in order to survive. Because the poor lack resources they often spend time in jail for crossing those lines. The middle class on the other hand often cross those same lines but have social capital and influence and therefore avoid any type of incarceration. The poor often see jail as a part of daily life and it is a safe place where they get three meals a day and bed to sleep on. 

3. The lack of family structure and social structure gangs become a support system for survival in the community. They provide resources and safety needed for survival. The rivalry among gangs has to do with access to turf which is seen as being owned and therefore defended with violence. If you do not own anything else but turf ( a geographical area where you are safe) then you will defend it with your life. People in poverty cannot defend themselves alone, they learn quickly that they need a community as their protector which comes in the form of a gang. Middle class people use space to deal with conflicts and disagreements. They go to another room in their house or they take a walk outside in their back yard where it is safe. In crowded homes where there is virtually no privacy there is no space so violence and physical encounters are much more prevalent. They do not use the police because they are seen as part of the oppressing system and because they have crossed the line the police may be looking for them. Secondly they also know that the police are very slow to respond to certain poor sections of the city.

4. Poverty also affects the way families utilize discipline in their family structures. For those in generational poverty discipline is about penance (punishment) and forgiveness and not about change. There is not vision to use discipline in a positive way to motivate change but is used for retribution because of the wrong committed. In generational poverty the mother has become the most powerful figure in the home. The father is usually absent or broken from the family. The mother’s role is to control the limited resources and to be the keeper of the soul. The typical cycle for discipline is to verbally chastise the child or physically beat the child and then forgive and feed the child. The hidden rules about food and poverty are that food is equated with love. Most individual in poverty usually have a strong sense of fate or destiny and therefore they can do little to change the course of their child’s life therefore punishment is not seen as a change agent but a way to gain penance for the immediate violation. 

5. Traumatic situation such as divorce, molestation, loss of job often become the triggering point for the slide into poverty. The overwhelming weight of the problem depletes the emotional and financial resources to the point where drugs, alcohol or some other dependency is turned to for comfort. Women often come to the conclusion that the only thing left for them to use for survival is their body and so they turn to prostitution. Their body is the only thing they truly own and now they discover they can use it for gaining money and favors. Many of those caught in situation still have values they are trying to cling to but they soon realize that values do not put food on the table and clothes on the children. 

Resources available for those in poverty: 

1. Financial – having money to buy goods and services 

2. Emotional – having the space to choose and control emotional responses and avoid self-destructive behaviors in coping with negative or impossible situations. 

3. Mental – having the mental abilities and acquired skills (reading, writing, logic) to deal with daily life. 

4. Spiritual – Implicit faith that believes things will work out and one will survive. 

5. Physical – Having physical health and mobility. 

6. Support Systems – Having friends, family and back up resources available to access in times of need. 

7. Role Models – Access to those who do not engage in self-destructive behavior but utilize alternative ways to create a nurturing and positive environment. 

8. Knowledge of hidden rules – Middle class people operate on a different set of rules that allows them to navigate systems and utilize systems for personal benefit. 

Material summarized from – “A Framework for Understanding Poverty” Ruby K Payne, aha! Process Inc. 2001

