
In North America, discussions of social class are considered to be in questionable taste, 
indeed are surrounded by formidable taboos. It is less outré to converse graphically about 
kinky sex than to suggest that social classes exist, or that their existence has important 
consequences. 

—James laxer, the undeclAred wAr

This chapter is about you-know-what … the dark concept, the concept that-
must-not-be-named. Well, to be fair, the concept can be named, but only as a 
passing reference to an identity category and only in combination with other 
identity categories such as race, gender, and sexual orientation, which will be 
seriously explored. You may use the homonym for you-know-what when refer-
ring to a group of students, a course, or a learning space. Under certain cir-
cumstances (e.g., reports of neo-positivist research) you may employ bland, 
inoffensive euphemisms, such as socioeconomic status or social stratification, 
to downplay the existence of the dark concept. It is important to remember 
the concept that-must-not-be-named should never be seriously discussed in the 
textbooks or research literature, except in reference to the distant past or unpa-
triotic ideologies. 

It is difficult to dispute the existence of these guidelines for social studies edu-
cation after examining curriculum and scholarship in the field.
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i n v i s i b i l i t y  o f  c l a s s  i n  s o c i a l  s t u d i e s

Class is undeniably important in understanding the human enterprise over time 
and space. It is perhaps the single most important variable in society. Class affects 
individuals and society across the spectrum of social issues including health, social 
mobility, education, crime, who fights in wars, economy, as well as trust, social and 
civic participation, attitudes, and happiness. Despite its importance, in every prac-
tical sense, class is not a keyword in social studies curriculum. Social class historian 
Howard Zinn observed the “history of working people and the labor movement 
is not taught … It’s not in the school books and it’s not in the mass media. So 
workers are unaware of past labor struggles, and this can have a debilitating effect” 
(Peterson, 1999, p. 73). A school textbook editor told James Loewen, author of 
Lies My Teacher Told Me, “there are three great taboos in textbook publishing, sex, 
religion, and social class” (Loewen, 1995 p. 24). 

Loewen’s (1995) analysis of textbooks remains the most fulsome description 
of class as a null curriculum in social studies; Orlowski’s (2008) investigation of the 
social studies curriculum in British Columbia concludes that class remains a for-
gotten identity marker in 21st-century social studies. While textbooks cover cer-
tain events of labor history (e.g., 1894 Pullman Strike and 1911 Triangle Shirtwaist 
Factory fire) most are in the distant past and never connected to analysis of social 
class. Half of the textbooks Loewen analyzed contain no index entries for social class, 
social stratification, class structure, income distribution, inequality or related ideas; none 
of the books included reference to upper class or working class. Loewen found only 
four textbooks provided analysis of social stratification in the United States, and 
“even these fragmentary analyses are set mostly in colonial America” (1995, p. 203). 

Government and democracy are key elements of the social studies curriculum, 
but upper class founders who emphasized government as a protector of the prop-
ertied classes are remade in textbooks as champions of rule of the people. Madison 
was keenly aware of the threat the lower classes posed to a capitalist democracy,

An increase of population will of necessity increase the proportion of those who will labour 
under all the hardships of life, & secretly sigh for a more equal distribution of its blessings. 
These may in time outnumber those who are placed above the feelings of indigence … 
symptoms of a leveling spirit, as we have understood, have sufficiently appeared in a certain 
quarters to give notice of the future danger. How is this danger to be guarded agst. on 
republican principles? How is the danger in all cases of interested coalitions to oppress the 
minority to be guarded agst.? (Kurland & Lerner, 1987, p. 544)

Madison’s questions reflect a key principle of the founders, voiced by the president 
of the Continental Congress, John Jay, “the people who own the country ought to 
govern it” (Monaghan, 1935, p. 323). The role of class (and class war from above) 
in the founding of the United States appears in no textbooks. 
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One of the key messages of social studies is that we live in a democracy, despite 
the fact that the United States behaves nothing a like a democracy. As Chomsky 
(2013) explains, 

… the lower 70% on the wealth/income scale—have no influence on policy whatsoever. 
They’re effectively disenfranchised. As you move up the wealth/income ladder, you get a 
little bit more influence on policy. When you get to the top, which is maybe a tenth of one 
percent, people essentially get what they want, i.e. they determine the policy. So the proper 
term for that is not democracy; it’s plutocracy. (para. 5)

Gilens and Page (2014) conducted an empirical study that attempts to answer 
the questions: Who governs? Who really rules? To what extent is the broad body 
of the U.S. citizenry sovereign, semi-sovereign, or largely powerless? The results 
categorized the U.S. political system as Economic Elite Domination and Biased 
Pluralism (that is where corporations, business associations and professional 
groups dominate), but there was little evidence to support descriptions of the 
United States as a Majoritarian Electoral Democracy. These findings contradict 
the central tenet of the social studies curriculum in North America. The evidence 
confirms the United States not a functioning democracy, rather it is a plutocracy 
as Chomsky has claimed.

Why do social studies textbooks omit (and distort) such an important con-
struct and present inaccurate history? Loewen says to ask that question is to ask 
what the purpose of history courses and textbooks is. For Loewen (1992), ethno-
centrism, fear (of poor sales figures; offending influential people), and laziness con-
tribute to the textbook publishing mantra that “it’s safer to repeat what everyone 
else says, even though everyone else is wrong” (p. 28). And, of course, textbooks 
purposefully omit and lie because their aim is to provide “feel good” nationalist 
history that promotes a conformist view of “good citizenship.” Besides, teaching 
about class runs the risk of destroying (or at least contesting) illusions of equality, 
meritocracy, and a fair social and economic playing field, which are key messages 
of the social studies curriculum.

For different reasons, which I describe below, class is also virtually absent 
from the scholarly literature in social studies. Issues of class and education, while 
not the mainstream of educational research, have received significant attention 
from critical educational researchers over the years, but social studies education 
has remained largely isolated from this work, despite relevant applications (e.g., 
Allman, 2010; Anyon, 1980; Bernstein, 1971; Bowles & Gintis, 1976; Finn, 1999; 
Willis, 1977).

In the 43-year run of Theory and Research in Social Education (TRSE), the pre-
mier scholarly journal of social studies education, there have been only two articles 
whose primary focus included social class (Holmes, 1982; Tupper, Cappello, & 
Sevigny, 2010). TRSE regularly published articles examining social studies from 
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critical social theory perspectives, particularly in its early years under the editor-
ship of Jack Nelson, and again from the mid-1990s to the turn of the century, but 
these studies rarely if ever used class as a central organizer or engaged in class-
based analysis. Class is a missing concept in the nearly 50 articles on economics 
education published in TRSE. Searches beyond TRSE turn up less than a handful 
of articles that specifically focus on social studies and class (e.g., Anyon, 1979; 
Orlowski, 2008; Queen, 2014; Ross & Queen, 2013). 

What Is Class? 

Class is a somewhat complex notion, used in various ways, both descriptively and 
theoretically (particularly in Marxist thought). The modern sense of class, with 
fixed names for particular social classes (lower, middle, upper), belongs to the era 
between late 1700s and mid-1800s, “the period of the Industrial Revolution and 
its decisive reorganization of society” (Williams, 1983, p. 61). But as Williams 
and Brenner (2016) point out, despite common usage, what exactly the tripartite 
divisions reference is remains unclear. 

According to Williams, the introduction of the concept of class is linked to 
increased consciousness—as a result of newly experienced individual mobility—
that social position was made, not merely inherited. This changing consciousness 
also resulted in a new understanding of society as a particular social system that 
created social divisions. Williams points out one of the early uses of class in this 
sense, by James Madison in The Federalist No. 10,

A landed interest, a manufacturing interest, a mercantile interest, a moneyed interest, with 
many lesser interests, grow up of necessity in civilized nations, and divide them into differ-
ent classes, actuated by different sentiments and views. (Madison, 1787, para. 7)

Ambiguity and confusion abound in discussions of class because, as Williams 
points out, the two modern senses of the concept rest on different models: (a) 
class as a general, descriptive term for social grouping (e.g., upper, middle, lower 
class status groups) and (b) class as a specific description of a economic-relation-
ship (wage-laborers, capitalists and landlords; bourgeoisie or proletariat). A term 
such as socioeconomic status, which attempts to merge these two models, muddies 
these distinctions.

A further complexity is that class may be understood as an economic category 
(wage-laborers) and as a formation (the working class). Marxist theory focuses on 
the idea of class as a formation, but even for Marx class is sometimes an economic 
category and sometimes a formation or consciousness of class. Marxist class con-
sciousness is an achievement—as opposed to the liberal notion of consciousness 
as an origin (e.g., consciousness as the basis of individual freedom). For historical 
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reasons consciousness or subjective awareness of economic rank, class structure, 
and shared interests of a class is developed and then class-based organization to 
respond to the situation develops, with an aim to actively pursue its own interests. 
Marx (1932) made the distinction between “class in itself ” (that is a category of 
people with common relations to production) and “class for itself ” (a class orga-
nized in pursuit of its own interests, the key to sparking a revolution).

The complexities of social ranking or stratification in relation to the “basic 
classes” have been present from the beginning for Marxists. Marx noted the exis-
tence of classes apart from the Owners of the Means of Production and the Pro-
ducers that may be intermediate between the basic classes or dependent upon 
one or the other. As Bottomore (1985) notes, at the end of Capital (Vol. 3) Marx 
observes that in England “intermediate and transitional strata obscure the class 
boundaries,” and in Theories of Surplus Value, Marx writes he is disregarding for 
the purpose of preliminary analysis “the real constitution of society, which by no 
means consists only of the class of workers and the class of industrial capitalists.” 

Class consciousness and class action are dialectically constructed out of every-
day life experience and interpretations of its meaning. Marx argued, economic con-
ditions transformed the mass of the people into workers; capital created a common 
situation and interests for them. “This mass is thus already a class as against cap-
ital, but not yet for itself.” Workers become united and constitute itself as class 
for itself and the interests it defends become class interests. “But the struggle of 
class against class is a political struggle” (Marx, 1885, Chapter 2, Part 5, para. 24, 
emphasis added).

Despite the centrality of class to Marxist thought, Marx never presented his 
ideas on class in a systematic form (Bottomore, 1983). Ollman (1968) provides a 
useful survey of how Marx employed the concept, and notes “the plurality of cri-
teria Marx uses in constructing classes is reminiscent of present day confusion on 
this subject” (para. 12). For example, 

Even where the basis for distinguishing classes appears to be a group’s relations to the pre-
vailing mode of production the question is not the simple one of whether there are two or 
three classes, for Marx applies this label to several other economic units. Two outstanding 
examples are the petty bourgeoisie and the peasants. The former are small shopkeepers who 
own no means of production or, sometimes, a very tiny morsel, and employ at most a few 
workers; and the latter are the owners of small plots of land which they farm themselves. 
Their respective relations to the prevailing mode of production in capitalism are not those 
of the capitalists, the proletariat, or the landowners. Where, then, does Marx place small 
businessmen and peasants when he talks of society being made up of three classes. At 
what point does a small businessman stop being petty bourgeois and become a capitalist? 
How much land does a peasant have to own before he becomes a landowner? (Ollman, 
1968, para. 2)
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Marx also encountered problems in a discussing a straight economic division of 
society when attempting to categorize the intelligentsia, which he described as 
“the ideological representatives and spokesmen” of the bourgeoisie “who make 
the perfecting of the illusion of the class about itself their chief sources of live-
lihood.” Ollman argues Marx saw the intelligentsia and capitalists as siblings, 
“similar at the core” and “merely specializing in different areas of capitalist ‘work’” 
(para. 6). In the Communist Manifesto, the intelligentsia are referred to as the 
“paid wage-laborers” of the bourgeoisie (Marx & Engels, 1848, para. 15). But at 
other times Marx applies different criteria and allows for the independence of the 
“ideological classes” (e.g., cultural or political classes, including educators) from 
the capitalist class.

So, where does this examination of the complexity of class leave us when 
considering it as a keyword in social studies? “Class conflict” in social studies 
education appears to be the circumstance created by de facto denial of class in 
North American society, a claim made in the face of the existential reality of class 
inequality and in tandem with a grand narrative that erroneously claims that our 
society is one where equality and meritocracy are the hallmarks of life. 

There are at least two takeaway messages. First, the absence of class from 
social studies curriculum and research, contributes to the poverty of both. 
At the very least, it leaves little or no room for consideration of class-based 
identity as a social, cultural, or economic subjectivity—an irony in an age of 
hegemonic identity politics. (Why is classism rarely, if ever, part of the social 
studies discourse?) And because class issues intersect and interact with cultural 
and psychological processes (e.g., identity) as well as relations of power (e.g., 
subjectivities) our understandings and explorations of the full range of human 
experience are impoverished. The failure to think and learn about social issues 
without reference to class weakens efforts to understand the nature of social 
problems and distorts our conceptions of and inquiry into possible responses 
and solutions. 

Secondly, when explaining the absence of class from social studies discourse, 
we need look no further than Marx’s characterization of the intelligentsia (here 
applied to social studies educators at all levels) as paid wage-laborers of the bour-
geoisie, whose work has provided a foundation for schools as factories of illusion 
where the core issue of our time—color-coded social and economic inequality—
is met with lessons that teach this is a multicultural society, democracy trumps 
inequality, and we can all be president (Gibson & Ross, 2015). When it comes to 
thinking and teaching about class in social studies, as Pogo said to Porky Pine, “we 
have met the enemy and he is us.” 
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What Are the Obstacles That Prevent Social Studies from Taking Class 
Seriously?

While there are assuredly more, below I examine four issues we must consider in 
taking class more seriously in our work as social studies educators: fear of embar-
rassing students, individuals’ class positions, the ideology of neutrality, failing to 
attend to the larger contexts when teaching social issues.

First, the most common excuse for ignoring class in social studies is teachers 
do not want to embarrass their students. As teachers we want to create a safe 
learning environment, where students are not threatened or embarrassed, but this 
excuse is merely an appeal to emotion that obscures reasoning. Social studies edu-
cation should seek to create conditions in which students can develop personally 
meaningful understandings of the world and recognize they have agency to act 
on the world, to make change. Students already know a lot about social privilege 
or the lack thereof, but usually do not know how class structure works. Loewen 
describes his experience teaching about social class this way,

When my students from nonaffluent backgrounds learn about the class system, they 
find the experiences liberating. Once they see the social process that helped keep their 
families poor, they can let go of their negative self-image about being poor. If to under-
stand is to pardon, for working-class children to understand how stratification works is 
to pardon themselves and their families. Knowledge of the social-class system also reduces 
the tendency of Americans from other social classes to blame the victim for being poor.  
(1995, p. 205)

Finn (1999) elaborates on this idea, drawing on work of John Dewey and Paulo 
Freire to develop a rationale and strategies for educating working-class students in 
their individual and collective self-interest as well as preparing teachers to do so. 

Secondly, class affects the way people think about class, this explains in part 
why some (primarily middle class) teachers believe teaching class might embar-
rass poor and working-class students. Others believe that teaching about class 
promotes divisiveness, even class war. But the war against the poor and work-
ing class has long be underway, Time magazine journalists Donald Bartlett and 
James Steele declared the United States now has a “government for the few at the 
expense of the many.” 

Thirdly, an ideology of neutrality is often at the heart of arguments that social 
studies should avoid potentially controversial topics, such as class. Schools and 
teacher education program encourage teachers to be “neutral” and avoiding “polit-
icizing” the classroom. The rebuttal is that education is inherently political and 
teaching that does not reinforce the status quo is usually seen as politicization. 
Striving for neutrality is problematic, instead we should attempt to teach objec-
tively, an approach that requires knowledge claims to be exposed to the fullest range 
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of criticism. Achieving objectivity requires that we take seriously alternative per-
spectives and criticisms of any particular knowledge claim. The objective teacher 
considers the most persuasive arguments for different points of view on a given 
issue; demonstrates even-handedness; focuses on positions that are supported by 
evidence, etc. But it is impossible to achieve objectivity in teaching if political dis-
course is circumscribed and neutrality is demanded (Ross & Queen, 2013).

Lastly, the reality of class is more than appearances. As with all social phe-
nomena, focusing exclusively on appearances—on the evidence that strikes us 
immediately and directly—can be misleading. Trying to understand the world via 
what we see, hear, or touch in our immediate surroundings can lead us to conclu-
sions that are distorted or false. Understanding anything in our everyday experi-
ence requires that we know something about how it arose, developed, and fits into 
the larger context or system of which it is a part (Ollman, 2003). Ollman points 
out, for example, people of various political persuasions have pointed out the par-
adox of the growing wealth of the few and the increasing poverty of the many, as 
well as connections among interests of corporations, actions of governments, and 
of being powerless and poor. Despite awareness of these relations, most people do 
not take such observations seriously. Lacking a theory to make sense of what they 
are seeing, people do not know what importance to give it; forget what they have 
just seen, or exorcise the contradictions by labeling them a paradox. 

The problem is socialization we experience (in social studies, school, and 
beyond) encourages us to focus on the particulars of our circumstances and to 
ignore interconnections. Thus, we miss the patterns that emerge from relations. 
Dialectics, on the other hand, is an effort to understand the world in terms of 
interconnections—the ties among things as they are right now, their own precon-
ditions, and future possibilities. Dialectics takes change as the given and treats 
apparent stability as that which needs to be explained and provides specialized 
concepts and frameworks to explain it (Dialectics for Kids, 2013; Gibson, 1993; 
Ollman, 2003; Ross, 2016). Dialectics is an approach to understanding the world 
that requires not only a lot of facts that are usually hidden from view, but a more 
interconnected grasp of the facts we already know.

What Would Social Studies Education Look Like if Class Were a Keyword 
in the Field?

Surprisingly this is not a merely a rhetorical question, because we have historical, 
conceptual, and contemporary practice examples. While not specifically examples 
of social studies education in the contemporary sense, we have historical examples 
of schools and programs that sprang from socialist, anarchist, labor, and count-
er-cultural movements that focused on educating working-class students. These 
include Socialist Sunday Schools (Teitelbaum, 1993) and the Modern School 
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Movement (Avrich, 2005 as well as many free schools (Miller, 2002). In addition, 
we can look for clues in the mid-20th-century teaching and textbooks of Harold 
Rugg (Evans, 2007). 

The conceptual development of revolutionary Marxist social studies has grown 
out of work originally labeled Critical Multicultural Social Studies (Malott & 
Ford, 2015). Malott and Ford expose attacks on critical thinking and social studies 
and illustrate processes that lead to working-class students experiencing standard-
ized curriculum that serves the interest of capital, while bourgeois students are 
taught critical thinking and creativity. Their analysis poses a major challenge to 
notions of social justice education within capitalism, which suggests exploitation 
is the result of greed, prejudice, and bias. Less radical thinkers have concluded that 
the influence of social class characteristics are so powerful that schools cannot be 
overcome it (e.g., Rothstein, 2004). 

Surface appearances of unequal outcomes have led to belief that “social justice 
can be achieved by tinkering with distributions, ensuring equal educational oppor-
tunities or equal rights for democratic citizenship” (Malott & Ford, 2015, p. 115). 
Malott and Ford contend that Marxist social studies begins with the insight that 
to capital all people are equal, capital strives to accumulate as much surplus value 
as possible, working workers to death. In this context, the capitalist state relies on 
intensified ideological management to devalue producers and justify exploitation, 
which also suppressing social unrest of laborers. Malott and Ford are conceptu-
alizing a social studies that bends toward communism, while responding to its 
capitalist context.

Finally, the most elaborated example of contemporary class-based social stud-
ies education can be found in the teaching and writing of Greg Queen, a social 
studies teacher in Detroit, MI (Queen, 2014; Ross & Queen, 2013). Queen has for 
years used class as the organizing principle for his American Studies course, which 
interweaves five themes (inequality, capitalism, racism, globalization, and war) and 
fits within National Council for Social Studies curriculum standards.

If class were a keyword in social studies education, curriculum, teaching, and 
scholarship in the field would not be what it is today. The challenge we face as social 
studies educators is to make our work relevant to broader efforts to achieve freedom 
and equality in society. Taking class seriously is a step in the right direction.

d i s c u s s i o n  q u e s t i o n s

1. Why is classism rarely if ever a part of the social studies discourse? How 
might this deficiency be addressed in schools and in teacher education? 
For some ideas see organizations such as Class Action (classism.org) and 
What About Classism? (whataboutclassism.org). 
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2. What academic and popular culture sources might social studies educa-
tors use to bring working class history and culture into the classroom? For 
some ideas see the bibliographies of working-class literature and cinema 
at libcom.org

3. In his book Class and Schools, Rothstein (2004) presents evidence that in 
nearly every statistic used to describe the racial achievement gap, social 
class explains almost all the difference in test scores between majority and 
minority students. Racial prejudice, discrimination, and white supremacy 
are real and produce devastating effects, but when poor students are at the 
bottom of achievement rankings regardless of race, what are the implica-
tions for the discourse on and responses to the “achievement gap?”

4. How does ignoring class affect the education students receive (in schools 
and universities)? For some ideas listen to John Lennon’s song “Working 
Class Hero.” 

n o t e

 1. This chapter is adapted from “Why Teaching Class Matters” by E. Wayne Ross with Greg 
Queen as published in E. W. Ross, Rethinking Social Studies: Critical Pedagogy in Pursuit of Dan-
gerous Citizenship published in 2017 by Information Age Publishing.
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