
4 facing social class

this book chapters 5 (the poor economic situation of the working class being widely 
attributed to their lack of effort), 6 (“deeply held belief” in individual mobility and 
personal responsibility), and 12 (a cross-class stereotypic link between status position 
and competence). In sociology, the public ideology advocates working hard to get 
ahead: ideal Americans ought to, and do, prove their worth through effort (Rytina, 
Form, and Pease 1970). This belief justifies the current stratification system, and  
all strata agree in the abstract, although lower strata have more reservations about 

figure 1.1  influence of social-class ideas, institutions, and interactions on 
individual Psychological functioning

Source: Authors’ figure.
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Table 2.1 Microinteraction and social inequality

 Bernstein Bourdieu Collins

Key mechanisms Linguistic competence (control of 
“elaborated code”; comfort and 
familiarity in unstructured places; 
comfort with individualistic 
modes of thought and relating)

Cultural capital (familiarity with 
high-status topics); linguistic 
capital (linguistic competence); 
bodily hexis

Energy maximization and domination 
in conversation; mutual orientation, 
entrainment in conversational rituals; 
shared topics of conversation; Erickson 
(1976): establishing comembership in 
first moments of interaction leads to 
conversational synchrony and positive 
outcomes

Antecedents Durkheim: organization of mind 
mirrors organization of space and 
social relations; Douglas (1982): 
grid, group

Durkheim and Goffman: 
interaction as ritual; Bernstein: 
language; Weber: status groups 
and status cultures

Durkheim and Goffman: interaction 
as ritual; Weber: minimal groups; 
Garfinkel: ethnomethodology, fragility 
of interaction

Nature of class 
difference

Class, insofar as correlated with 
network closure and multiplexity 
of family networks; extent and 
type of schooling

Class, based on family socialization 
and educational attainment; 
associated with occupation

Class, instantiated only in interaction; 
class effects mediated by effectiveness of 
interaction ritual

Titles of key works Class,	Codes,	and	Control, esp. vols. 
1 and 3

Reproduction; Distinction Interaction	Ritual	Chains

Hypothesis: class 
effects on success 
of cross-class 
interactions are 
mediated by

Symmetry of code choice

Comfort in setting, spatial match

Assumptions about individualism 
and collectivism

Easy command of acceptable 
conversational contents

Linguistic competence

Habitus match

Bodily hexis 

Availability of common topics; 
establishing comembership (Erickson) 

Mutual entrainment 

Exchange-or-dominate “choice” of 
higher-status interactant

Source: Author’s compilation.
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face-to-face Enactment of class distinction 31

identity that suffuses the person as well as the role, either positively (for example, 
royalty) or negatively (for example, a panhandler). In such situations, the labeled 
status of one actor may have decisive effects on the expectations, perceptions, and 
behavior of the unmarked partner. This is especially true for interactions with mem-
bers of categorical groups with exceptionally low status, toward whom Lasana Har-
ris and Susan Fiske (2006) have found tendencies toward dehumanization. 

A third class of interactions includes those in which participants are out of role but 
have information about the class or status of the other (cell B). For example, a re-
searcher may make one or both participants in an interaction aware of some fact (real 
or fictitious) about the social status of the other while limiting the amount of addi-
tional information to which subjects have access (for example, by employing a confed-
erate, having participants interact online, or using a vignette design requiring subjects 
to make judgments about hypothetical cases). Thus class-relevant information may 
shape mutual behavior without the kinds of dense information that well-defined so-
cial roles, strongly stigmatized social identities, or well-established group identities 
provide, affording a clean canvas for discerning the impact of socioeconomic factors. 

Finally, interactions may occur in which partners are guided neither by formal role 
nor by information about the other (cell A). In these circumstances, class identities 
must be divined before they can affect the interaction, providing an opportunity for 
the observer or experimenter to investigate the circumstances under which class 
identities become salient and the information on which assumptions about social 
class are based (Goffman 1951). 

Lab experiments ordinarily fall into cell B: Participants have some information 
about each other as persons but do not operate in highly scripted roles. If I am correct 
that class is likely to enter into each type of situation in a different way, then under-
standing the role of class in face-to-face interaction will require methodological di-
versity and ingenuity. 

What Makes a cross-class  
Encounter successful?

The hypotheses presented earlier in this chapter suggest that certain conditions will 
make a cross-class encounter more or less rewarding or successful. The language of 

Table 2.2 Taxonomy of interaction contexts

Personal Information  
Absent

Personal Information 
Available

Scripting absent A. Negotiated B. Experimental 
manipulation

Scripting present C. Role governed D. Stereotype governed

Source: Author’s compilation.
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196 facing social class

no means rigid boxes; people of all social classes can and do fluidly use each style. 
However, the working-class Queens, New York, residents in my research leaned 
more toward a hard individualistic style, whereas the upper-middle-class Manhattan 
residents tended more toward soft individualism.

Hard and soft individualisms not only reflect class differences in material worlds 
and everyday realities but also shape the everyday attitudes and habits of parents, 
teachers, and children. They correspond to the class-based futures that parents and 
teachers envision for their children—trajectories that are seen as normal and natural, 
the obvious choices. Insofar as children internalize these different styles of individu-
alism, social inequality is reproduced, generation after generation, despite the myth 
of American mobility. For example, the two individualisms have different concep-
tions of self, the world the child will encounter, and the type of future the child will 
inhabit; and they used different metaphors to envision, describe, and guide the 
child’s self. Each type arises from the demands, concerns, and perceptions of its local 
wealthy or working-class environment. Years later, after I finished my fieldwork in 
New York, I jotted down some thoughts on these different kinds of individualism 
(table 10.1). Clearly, laying a cookie-cutter version of individualism on America, I 
could see, ignored the very fiber of the social classes and subcultures in which these 
individualisms flourished. 

During my research in New York, I encountered two preschools in which class-
rooms were privileging this kind of upper-middle-class version of individualism de-
spite the working-class individualism children and parents brought to these schools 

Table 10.1 soft and Hard individualisms in Manhattan and Queens

Soft (Manhattan) Hard (Queens)

Individualism means emotional expression; 
creativity, uniqueness

emotional control; self-reliance; 
toughness; perseverance

The self is delicate, full of promise, like a 
flower

hard, protective; like a fortress, 
rocket, Superman

Caregivers should give praise, encouragement; 
mirror emotions; foster 
creativity

tease, discipline, toughen; 
nurture without spoiling

The world is safe and welcoming; 
competitive; open to 
uniqueness

potentially dangerous; 
forbidding; filled with ups 
and downs

Jobs demand thinking outside the box; 
creativity

discipline; hard work; working 
with others

The future holds success, personal achievement; 
a job that fits your personality 
and interests

uncertainty, struggle; 
fulfillment with hard work; 
compromise; structure

Source: Author’s compilation.
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as both warm (trustworthy) and competent. Rich people, in contrast, are viewed with 
ambivalence: they are granted competence, but they are seen as cold and untrust-
worthy. (In a contrasting form of ambivalence, people with disabilities are seen as 
warm and trustworthy but incompetent.) Poor people are seen as lacking both 
warmth and competence; apparently blamed for their poverty, they allegedly have 
untrustworthy intentions and are stereotypically incapable of doing better. Blue-col-
lar workers fall somewhere between high and low competence, higher than poor 
people and lower than rich or middle-class people (Fiske et al. 2002). The four quad-
rants of the stereotype content model thus show how different social classes carry 
distinct stereotypes.

What are the origins of these stereotype dimensions, warmth and competence? 
Social status strongly predicts perceived competence, all over the world (Cuddy et al. 
2009; Durante et al. 2011). Thus social class elicits an instant judgment that one de-
serves one’s class, the poor being allegedly incompetent, the middle class and the 
rich being allegedly competent, the working class being ranked in between. 

On the warmth dimension, the social structural factor of perceived cooperation or 
competition predicts perceived intentions for good or ill; competition can involve 
either tangible resources or symbolic values, and both predict perceived warmth and 
trustworthiness, again at high correlations (Cuddy et al. 2009; Durante et al. 2011; 
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figure 12.1  stereotype content Model

Source: Authors’ figure.
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