10/31    Willis, Learning to Labor,  1-116

We left off last time talking about what constitutes a meaningful choice in the context of sex work…some would argue that if a woman is driven to sex work because it is her best opportunity out of a highly constrained set of options for survival, this can’t be thought of as much of a “choice.”  Others say that lots of people operate under this kind of constraint…how “free” is anyone’s choice of job, and how much control do most people have over their work conditions?

Paul Willis is a British sociologist who is concerned with a similar question – with a new twist.  

“The difficult thing to explain about how middle class kids get middle class jobs is why others let them. The difficult thing to explain about how working class kids get working class jobs is why they let themselves. It is much too facile to say that they have no choice…”  (1)

In contemporary capitalist societies (or at least, 1970s Britain), Willis says, it is difficult to deny that whatever lacks of opportunity are “stacking the deck” against poor or working class people to start with, people do show “a degree of self direction.”  If these jobs (factory work, manual labor, etc.) are the bottom of the barrel of class society, as Willis suggests they are, why would anyone choose this path for themselves??

[I wonder if the “ick” factor (Chapkis) plays in here at all?  Orah puts it this way:

the aloofness from the physical world that characterizes academia…causes me problems. it goes back to the enlightenment's parcing of the disciplines from each other: trecherous dualism: the extraction of my mind from my body: the idealization of the umbodied mind: an unacheivable ideal: the dooming of me to a life of fleshy failure: why are we always scrambling from the body? bc we are told that bodies contain our potential: she who can best escape the body succeeds: so, we in academia, gaze down upon our brothers and sisters trapped in strong bodies, and pity.]

Willis’ is a kind of Marxist approach:  he is interested in seeing how people are folded into the capitalist labor force, and particularly in how groups of people come to make choices that are (in his judgment) against their own material interests.  But he doesn’t seem to apply the most classic/simplistic Marxist version of the idea that economics are the “real” driving force of all this, with culture/ideology merely the superstructure.  I’d say he sees “culture” and “economics” as very much entangled and mutually determining, and he calls culture “the product of collective human praxis.” (4)

The lads’ working class culture = “experiences, relationships, and ensembles of systematic types of relationship which not only set particular ‘choices’ and ‘decisions’ at particular times, but also structure, really and experientially, how these ‘choices’ come about and are defined in the first place.” (1)

Putting this into conversation with some of our previous themes re: power and identity…

Em:  can i bring foucault back into the mix? i think foucault's idea of the panopticon works very well with willis's observations about self-imposed (as well as societally imposed) modes of functioning….these boys chafe under authority, yet they point out how the authority could be more, well, authoritative. while they rebel, they also do show up at school every day, sometimes simply for the pleasure of cutting out. there is something in them that is drawn to the building. there is something in them that relishes this struggle against the "institution." sometimes i think that all my protestations: about foucault, about what kind of feminist i am, or about the patriarchy...stem from the fact that i, like these boys, am continually drawn back to the "institution." i need a patriarchy, or i need an "issue," to keep criticizing and cutting out of. whoah. since when did the contours of my body and mind become something so completely defined by what i dislike? why am i only now understanding this?


Orah:  why do the lads go to school every day? bc the define themselves as rebels, but one cannot be a rebel unless there is something to rebel against. counterculture depends on culture. interior depends on exterior. the lads participate as the resistance in the school-discourse, bc they wouldn't exist if they didn't. resistence and silence are both WITHIN discourse.

…and what I see as the analytical/political crux of the matter:

“Class identity is not truly reproduced until it has properly passed through the individual and the group, until it has been recreated in the context of what appears to be personal and collective volition. The point at which people live, not borrow, their class destiny is when what is given is re-formed, strengthened and applied to new purposes.” (2)

Note: it is not merely passed down from working class parents; it is remade, embodied, lived.  [and we could replace the word “class” there with “gender” or any category, yes?]

Willis:  working class “damnation” is experienced as a form of “true learning, affirmation, appropriation, and as a form of resistance.”  (3; see also 113)

This means we can’t meaningfully separate the situation (class oppression) from the subjects (individuals and collectives with specific styles of interaction, personal goals, etc.)  It means “we” (whoever that is – say, middle or upper class intellectuals) can’t presume that “they” want what seems natural for them to want, i.e. a higher class position, since this isn’t just a matter of resources but also of worldview and self-creation.  (Although Willis suggests that later in their lives, they do want something different – when it is too late. That’s the real trap.)

Samantha puts it this way: …these lads are not shown in their culture or society another perhaps more positive way to live, to choose middle class-ness. But then again who says economic mobility is the only goal to have in life?

Note Willis doesn’t throw up his hands and say, “it’s just a different culture.”  This isn’t, for him, about cultural relativism.  It’s about trying to understand how culture reproduces inequalities, and how everyone in a class society participates in that process.  A real system of class domination is still the bottom line.

“The lads’ ‘them’ and ‘us’ attitude is a partial recognition of – and a giving up – at any conscious level – of claims to control the underworkings of these things: the real power relationships.”  (109-110)

Or as Em grapples with this issue:...those who rebel against the system are in a peculiarly powerful position to dismantle it...however, they don't take this power. they continue to function as members of a society, even at the outcast or liminal status...it's because there is no real way to dismantle it. we NEED it...the same way we need milkmen and auto workers and supreme court judges.
Samantha:  As with the sex workers, I did not fully buy into the idea that people CHOOSE to continue being working-class lads…There was a sense that they were making choices as to the jobs they would go for, and they accepted the situations as such because it had been this way for so long. But I think this is an example of an entrenched system of oppression…The choices these boys made I think were a result of a system set up to keep them in their place… But then again who says economic mobility is the only goal to have in life? Ah, I think I will keep going in circles about this....

So what could this book possibly suggest about ways to fight oppression?  

Flora: The "lads" approach to life is philsophically opposed to the institution's. The lads focus on a "preservation of personal mobility." "time is something they want to claim for themselves..." Whereas the school's approach is that "Time, like money, is valuable and not to be squandered." So, perhaps the institution needs to be changed? to be less rigid? Why do you have to sacrifie "personal mobility" to be sucessful in the institution. 
Is the answer to open the institution? To widen the definition of being a sucessful student?
Other possibilities:  could shifts in their peer culture and style of self-presentation lead to changes in their life possibilities?  

Flora:  One thing that really struck me was how most women on the [Women In Leadership] panel argued that dressing "to fit in" can be so important to your career. I found myself easily dismissing theoretical arguments in favor of real life stories of women working in their fields. Where does theory fit in?
Patricia:  It seemed as though the judge was emphasizing on how it is important to "blend in with everyone else" at the beginning of your career. I understood what she was saying, but at the same time it hurt inside to hear that. Not that I would actually wear my favorite disney princess shirt to a law firm interview, but that she said that we really could not was what bothered me. That my actions--thereby being assigned as so exceedingly feminine--would discredit me in some way.

Does the “real world” require making accommodations, changing or hiding part of what one imagines to be one’s “true self” in order to protect other parts, or in order to “get ahead”?  (Charlotte pops up her head…)  Is this a kind of empowerment?  Or maybe it is more like oppression?? 

Your comments on sex work address the “give and take” of power and, in Patricia’s case, try to consider the final tally…

Kelsey: …I will to try to draw a paradigm between modeling and sex work…Both industries are historically created by men and for men, and thus, place the female employee as both a contributor and sustainer to this clandestine ideology. These women are situated into a hybrid dynamic of power: Both models and sex workers economically benefit from these male-instituted notions of beauty; however, both must also suffer the consequences by physically and emotionally catering to this image in order to reap economical benefits.

Lindsay:  After all this, I can’t say if sex work is right or wrong, but if it is wrong then we are implicating a lot more women than just the girls in windows…Anna, I agree with you that the pleasure principle was severely lacking in the Chapkis reading. But I also think there is an economy to it, that each individual has at the root of any action the personal goal of relieving tension (or so says Freud), so no one enters a sexual union without the intention of both giving and gaining. If by saying this I am putting myself in the same category as a prostitute, then I’m fine with that. I don’t think that’s a bad place to be.

Patricia:  I can't accept that prostitution is an empowering institution--yes, in certain instances it can be for specific people, but what is it saying as a whole? I'm not saying that Nina Hartley is a bad person… but I just feel as though there needs to be a realistic recognition of what her part plays into the whole of prostitution and how that relates to how the world sees women? … I just think that prostitution is a one-sided game where the women are, ultimately, always losing.
( As you prepare for your papers on political action, let’s continue to brainstorm.  If we agree that class inequality is something to struggle against – and let’s think concretely about the situation of the lads so that we can sink our teeth into this – how do we go about formulating a political agenda?  Where would you start?

 [I found this interesting as a sidenote re: how Willis wants us to read this:

“Any classroom situation is a complex combination of elements: acceptance, opposition, legitimacy, and the particular way in which the teacher inhabits the educational paradigm. The aim of this book is to separate out some of the central, strong patterns in the grey and confusing daily pattern of institutional life.  I see no contradiction in saying that the reader’s aim (especially where he is a practitioner) should be the opposite: to test reality with the concepts outlined, to contextualise; to see what role different fundamental processes play at different strengths in different situations at different times” (85).]

More notes from Willis on how all this happens:

Elements of the working class lads’ culture:

-- a style of opposition; rejection of idea of teachers; feeling of superiority to ear’oles

--adult male world as “source of material for resistance” – “the mature life, the real life”

--value of autonomy, freedom from institutional time

--women as sexual objects but not agents (if “girlfriend” material)

--racism

--masculine pride in manual labor, attitudes to authority and time, emphasis on “practice” over “theory” overlap with shop floor culture 

Role of school:

--participates in the “differentiation” of working class interests, feelings, meanings

--his description of how discipline operates in the school (66-69) – very Foucault

[whether “traditional” or “progressive,” classroom is predicated on winning “consent of the pupils to reciprocate—willingly and from their own resources—in acts of educational exchange” (83)]

--“the right attitude” = “a mystificatory transmutation of basic exchange relationships into illusory, ideal ones”;  teachers talk about “attitude” as question of individual personalities; Willis sees it as social, i.e. a product of class culture

The transition to work:

--lads reject career counseling 

--“qualifications” are seen as a mystification – less real than their informal knowledge of “how things really work” (94)

--they are not choosing any particular work – this is a “middle class construct” – rather they are committing selves to a “future of generalized labor”

--idea that all labor is unpleasant; what matters is space for expression of self/masculinity

--physical labor = masculinity, aggressiveness, irreverence, mastery over women
