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condiment of opinion on a base of observation, and sometimes such leaps
of illogic or superlogic that they may work a bit like magic realism in a
novel: namely, to simulate the mind’s own processes in a murky and incon-
gruous world. More than being instructive, as a magazine article is, an
essay has a slant, a seasoned personality behind it that ought to weather
well. Even if we think the author is telling us the earth is flat, we might
want to listen to him elaborate upon the fringes of his premise because the
bristle of his narrative and what he’s seen intrigues us. He has a cutting
edge, yer balance too. A given body of information is going to be eclipsed,
but what lives in art is spirit, not factuality, and we respond to Montaigne’s
human touch despite four centuries of technological and social change.
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In a recent interview, hooks said, °1 started out writing plays and poetry, but
then felt I'd received this ‘message from the spirits: that 1 really needed to do
feminist work which would challenge the universalized category of ‘Woman." [ re-
member people being enraged because the book challenged the whole construc-
tion of white woman as victim, or white woman as the symbol of the most
oppressed. Because I was saying, ‘Wait a minute. What about class differences be-
tween womens What about racial differences that in fact make some women more
powerful than others?’ So that’s bow I started out. | continued to do my plays

and my poetry, but my feminist theory and writings became better known.”

As a child, 1 often wanted things money could buy that my parents
could nor afford and would not get. Rather than tell us we did not get
some material thing because money was lacking, mama would frequently
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manipulate us in an effort to make the desire go away. Sometimes she
would belittle and shame us about the object of our desire. That’s what |
remember most. That lovely yellow dress I wanted would become in her
storytelling mouth a really ugly mammy-made thing that no girl who
cared about her looks would desire. My desires were often made to seem
worthless and stupid. 1 learned to mistrust and silence them. I learned
that the more clearly I named my desires, the more unlikely those desires
would ever be fulfilled.

I learned that my inner life was more peaceful if I did not think about
money, or allow myself to indulge in any fantasy of desire. I learned the
art of sublimation and repression. I learned it was better to make do with
acceptable material desires than to articulate the unacceptable. Before I
knew money mattered, I had often chosen objects to desire that were
costly, things a girl of my class would not ordinarily desire. But then I
was still a girl who was unaware of class, who did not think my desires
were stupid and wrong. And when I found they were, I let them go. I con-
centrated on survival, on making do.

When I was choosing a college to attend, the issue of money surfaced
and had to be talked about. While I would scek loans and scholarships,
even if everything related to school was paid for, there would still be
transportation to pay for, books, and a host of other hidden costs. Letting
me know that there was no extra money to be had, mama urged me to at-
tend any college nearby that would offer financial aid. My first year of
college, I went to a school close to home. A plain-looking white woman
recruiter had sat in our living room and explained to my parents that
everything would be taken care of, that I would be awarded a full acade-
mic scholarship, that they would have to pay nothing. They knew better.
Still they found this school acceptable.

After my parents dropped me at the predominately white women’s
college, I saw the terror in my roommate’s face that she was going to be
housed with someone black, and I requested a change. She had no doubt
also voiced her concern. I was given a tiny single room by the stairs—a
room usually denied a first-year student—but I was a first-year black stu-
dent, a scholarship girl who could never in a million years have afforded
to pay her way or absorb the cost of a single room. My fellow students
kept their distance from me. [ ate in the cafeteria and did not have to
worry about who would pay for pizza and drinks in the world outside. |
kept my desires to myself, my lacks, and my loneliness; I made do.

I rarely shopped. Boxes came from home, with brand-new clothes
mama had purchased. Even though it was never spoken, she did not want
me to feel ashamed among privileged white girls. 1 was the only black girl
in my dorm. There was no room in me for shame. I felt contempt and dis-
interest. With their giggles and their obsession to marry, the white girls ac
the women’s college were aliens. We did not reside on the same planet. |
lived in the world of books. The one white woman who became my close
friend found me there reading. [ was hiding under the shadows of a tree
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with huge branches, the kinds of trees that just seemed to grow effort-
lessly on well-to-do college campuses. I sat on the “perfect” grass reading
poetry, wondering how the grass around me could be so lovely, and yet,
when daddy had wried to grow grass in the front yard of Mr. Porter’s
house, it always turned yellow or brown and then died. Endlessly, the
yard defeated him, until finally he gave up. The outside of the house
looked good, but the yard always hinted at the possibility of endless ne-
glect. The yard looked poor.

Foliage and trees on the college grounds flourished. Greens were lush
and deep. From my place in the shadows, I saw a fellow student sitting
alone weeping. Her sadness had to do with all the trivia that haunted our
day’s classwork, the fear of not being smart enough, of losing financial
aid (like me she had loans and scholarships, though her family paid
some), and boys. Coming from an lllinois family of Czechoslovakian im-
migrants, she understood class.

When she talked about the other girls who flaunted their wealth and
family background, there was a hard edge of contempt, anger, and envy
in her voice. Envy was always something I pushed away from my psyche.
Kept tao close for comfort, envy could lead to infatuation and on to de-
sire. I desired nothing that they had. She desired everything, speaking her
desires openly, without shame. Growing up in the kind of community
where there was constant competition to see who could buy the bigger
better whatever, in a world of organized labor, of unions and strikes, she
understood a world of bosses and workers, of haves and have-nots.

White friends I had known in high school wore their class privilege
modestly. Raised, like myself, in church traditions that taught us to iden-
tify only with the poor, we knew that there was evil in excess. We knew
rich people were rarely allowed into heaven. God had given them a par-
adise of bounty on earth, and they had not shared. The rare ones, the rich
people who shared, were the only ones able to meet the divine in par-
adise, and even then it was harder for them to find their way. According
to the high-school friends we knew, flaunting wealth was frowned upon
in our world, frowned upon by God and communiry.

The few women I befriended my first year in college~were not
wealthy. They were the ones who shared with me stories of the other girls
flaunting the fact that they could buy anything expensive—clothes, food,
vacations. There were not many of us from working-class backgrounds;
we knew who we were. Most girls from poor backgrounds tried to blend
in, or fought back by triumphing over wealth with beauty or style or
some combination of the above. Being black made me an automatic out-
sider. Holding their world in contempt pushed me further to the edge.
One of the fun things the “in” girls did was choose someone and trash
their room. Like so much else deemed cute by insiders, I dreaded the
thought of strangers entering my space and going through my things.
Being outside the in crowd made me an unlikely target. Being contemptu-
ous made me first on the list. I did not understand. And when my room



21/ hooks / Learning in the Shadow of Race and Class 141

was trashed, it unleashed my rage and deep gricf over not being able to
protect my space from violation and invasion. I hated the girls who had
so much, took so much for granted, never considered that those of us
who did not have mad money would not be able to replace broken things,
perfume poured out, or talcum powder spread everywhere—that we did
not know everything could be taken care of at the dry cleaner’s, because
we never took our clothes there. My rage fueled by contempt was deep,
strong, and long lasting. Daily it stood as a challenge to their fun, to their
habits of being.

Nothing they did to win me over worked. It came as a grear surprise.
They had always believed black girls wanted to be white girls, wanted to
possess their world. My stony gaze, silence, and absolute refusal to cross
the threshold of their world was total mystery; it was for them a violation
they needed to avenge. After trashing my room, they tried to win me over
with apologies and urges to talk and understand. There was nothing
about me I wanted them to understand. Everything about their world was
overexposed, on the surface.

One of my English professors had attended Stanford University. She
felc that was the place for me to go—a place where intellect was valued
over foolish fun and games and dress up, and finding a husband did not
overshadow academic work. I had never thought about the state of Cali-
fornia. Getting my parents to agree to my leaving Kentucky to attend a
college in a nearby state had been hard enough. They had accepted a col-
lege they could reach by car, but a college thousands of miles away was
beyond their imagination. Even | had difficulty grasping going that far
away from home. The lure for me was the promise of journeying and ar-
riving at a destination where I.would be accepted and understood.

All the barely articulated understandings of class privilege that I had
learned my first year of college had not hipped me to the reality of class
shame. It still had not dawned on me that my parents, especially mama,
resolutely refused to acknowledge any difficulties with money because her
sense of shame around class was deep and intense. And when this shame
was coupled with her need to feel that she had risen above the low-class
backwoods culture of her family, it was impossible for her to ralk in a
straightforward manner about the strains it would put on the family for
me to attend Stanford.

All I knew then was that, as with all my desires, I was told that this
desire was impossible to fulfill. Ac first, it was nor talked about in relation
to money, it was talked about in relation to sin. California was an evil
place, 2 modern-day Babylon where souls were easily seduced away from
the path of righteousness. It was not a place for an innocent young girl to
go on her own. Mama brought the message back that my father had ab-
solutely refused to give permission.

I expressed my disappointment through ongoing unrelenting grief. |
explained to mama that other parents wanted their children to go to good
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schools. It still had not dawned on me that my parents knew nothing
about “good” schools. Even though I knew mama had not graduated
from high school, I still held her in awe.

When my parents refused to permit me to attend Stanford, 1 accepted
the verdict for awhile. Overwhelmed by grief, I could barely speak for
weeks. Mama intervened and tried to change my father’s mind, as folks
she respected in the outside world told her what a privilege it was for me
to have this opportunity, that Stanford University was a good school for a
smart girl. Without their permission, I decided I would go. And even
though she did not give her approval, mama was willing to help.

My decision made conversations about money necessary. Mama ex-
plained that California was too far away, that it would always “cost” to
get there, thart if something went wrong, they would not be able to come
and rescue me, that I would not be able to come home for holidays. 1
heard all this, burt its meaning did not sink in. I was just relieved I would
not be returning to the women’s college, to the place where 1 had truly
been an outsider.

There were other black students at Stanford. There was even a dor-
mitory where many black students lived. I did not know I could choose to
live there. I went where | was assigned. Going to Stanford was the first
time I flew somewhere. Only mama stood and waved farewell as I left to
take the bus to the airport. T left with a heavy heart, feeling both excite-
ment and dread. | knew nothing about the world 1 was journeying to.
Not knowing made me afraid, but my fear of staying in place was greater.

I had no idea what was ahead of me. In small ways, I was ignorant. |
had never been on an escalator, a city bus, an airplane, or a subway. I ar-
rived in San Francisco with no understanding that Palo Alto was a long
drive away —that it would take money to find transportation there. I de-
cided to take the city bus. With all my cheap overpacked bags, I must
have seemed like just another innocent immigrant when I struggled to
board the bus.

This was a city bus with no racks for luggage. It was filled with immi-
grants. English was not spoken. I felt lost and afraid. Without words the
strangers surrounding me understood the universal language of need and
distress. They reached for my bags, holding and helping. In return, I told
them my story —that I had left my village in the South to come to Stan-
ford University and that, like them, my family were workers.

On arriving, I called home. Before I could speak, 1 began to weep
as | heard the faraway sound of mama’s voice. I tried to find the words,
to slow down, to tell her how it felt to be a stranger, to speak my
uncertainty and longing. She told me this is the lot 1 had chosen. I must
live with it. After her words, there was only silence. She had hung up on
me— let me go into this world where 1 am a stranger still.

Stanford University was a place where one could learn about class
from the ground up. Built by a man who believed in hard work, it was to
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have been a place where students of all classes would come, women and
men, to work together and learn. It was to be a place of equality and
communalism. His vision was seen by many as almost communist. The
fact that he was rich made it all less threatening. Perhaps no one really be-
lieved the vision could be realized. The university was named after his
son, who had died young, a son who had carried his name but who had
no future money could buy. No amount of money can keep death away.
But it could keep memory alive.

Everything in the landscape of my new world fascinated me, the
plants brought from a rich man’s travels all over the world back to this
place of water and clay. At Stanford University, adobe buildings blend
with Japanese plum trees and leaves of kumquat. On my way to study
medieval literature, I ate my first kumgquat. Surrounded by flowering cac-
tus and a South American shrub bougainvillea of such trailing beauty it
took my breath away, I was in a landscape of dreams, full of hope and
possibility. If nothing else would hold me, I would not remain a stranger
to the earth. The ground I stood on would know me.

Class was talked about behind the scenes. The sons and daughters
from rich, famous, or notorious families were identified. The grown-ups in
charge of us were always looking out for a family who might give their mil-
lions to the college. At Stanford, my classmates wanted to know me,
thought it hip, cute, and downright exciting to have a black friend. They
invited me on the expensive vacations and ski trips I could not afford. They
offered to pay. I never went. Along with other students who were not from
privileged families, I searched for places to go during the holiday times
when the dormitory was closed. We got together and ralked about the as-
sumption that everyone had money to travel and would necessarily be leav-
ing. The staff would be on holiday as well, so all students had to leave.
Now and then the staff did not leave, and we were allowed to stick around.
Once, I went home with one of the women who cleaned for the college.

Now and then, when she wanted to make extra money, mama would
work as a maid. Her decision to work outside the home was seen as an
act of treason by our father. At Stanford, I was stunned to find that there
were maids who came by regularly to vacuum and tidy our rooms. No
one had ever cleaned up behind me, and I did not want them to. At first I
roomed with another girl from a working-class background —a beautiful
white girl from Orange County who looked like pictures I had seen on the
cover of Seventeen magazine. Her mother had died of cancer during her
high-school years, and she had since been raised by her father. She had
been asked by the college officials if she would find it problematic to have
a black roommate. A scholarship student like myself, she knew her prefer-
ences did not matter and, as she kept telling me, she did not really care.

Like my friend during freshman year, she shared the understanding of
what it was like to be a have-nor in a world of haves. Bur unlike me, she
was determined to become one of them. If it meant she had to steal
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clothes to look the same as they did, she had no problem taking these
risks. If it meant having a privileged boyfriend who left bruises on her
body now and then, it was worth the risk. Cheating was worth it. She be-
lieved the world the privileged had created was all unfair—all one big
cheat; to get ahead, one had to play the game. To her, I was truly an inno-
cent, a lamb being led to the slaughter. It did not surprise her one bit when
I began to crack under the pressure of contradictory values and longings.

Like all students who did not have seniority, I had to see the school
psychiatrists to be given permission to live off campus. Unaccustomed to
being around strangers, especially strangers who did not share or under-
stand my values, [ found the experience of living in the dorms difficult.
Indeed, almost everyone around me believed working-class folks had no
values. At the university where the founder, Leland Stanford, had imag-
ined different classes meeting on common ground, [ learned how deeply
individuals with class privilege feared and hated the working classes.
Hearing classmates express contempt and hatred toward people who did
not come from the right backgrounds shocked me.

To survive in this new world of divided classes, this world where |
was also encountering for the first time a black bourgeois elite that was as
contemptuous of working pcople as their white counterpacts were, T had
to take a stand, to get clear my own class affiliations. This was the most
difficulr truth to face. Having been taught all my life to believe that black
people were inextricably bound in solidarity by our struggles to end
racism, I did not know how to respond to elitist black people who were
full of contempt for anyone who did not share.their class, their way of life.

At Stanford, | encountered for the first time a black diaspora. Of the few
black professors present, the vast majority were from African or Caribbean
backgrounds. Elites themselves, they were only interested in teaching other
elites. Poor folks like myself, with no background to speak of, were invisible.
We were not seen by them or anyone else. Initially, I went to all meetings
welcoming black students, but when I found no one to connect with, I re-
treated. In the shadows, I had time and books to teach me about the nature
of class—about the ways black people were divided from themselves.

Despite this rude awakening, my disappointment at finding myself es-
tranged from the group of students I thought would understand, I still
looked for connections. 1 met an older black male graduate student who
also came from a working-class background. Even though he had gone to
the right high school, a California school for gifted students, and then to
Princeton as an undergraduate, he understood intimately the intersections
of race and class. Good in sports and in the classroom, he had been slotted
early on to go far, to go where other black males had nort gone. He under-
stood the system. Academically, he fit. Had he wanted to, he could have
been among the elite, but he chose to be on the margins, to hang with an
intellectual artistic avant-garde. He wanted to live in a world of the mind
where there was no race or class. He wanted to worship at the throne of
art and knowledge. He became my mentor, comrade, and companion.
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Slowly, I began to understand fully that there was no place in aca-
deme for folks from working-class backgrounds who did not wish to
leave the past behind. That was the price of the ticket. Poor students
would be welcome at the best institutions of higher learning only if they
were willing to surrender memory, to forget the past and claim the assim-
ilated present as the only worthwhile and meaningful reality.

Students from nonprivileged backgrounds who did not want to forget
often had nervous breakdowns. They could not bear the weight of all the
contradictions they had to confront. They were crushed. More often than
not, they dropped out with no trace of their inner anguish recorded, no
institutional record of the myriad ways their take on the world was as-
saulted by an elite vision of class and privilege. The records merely indi-
cated that, even after receiving financial aid and other support, these
students simply could not make it, simply were not good enough.

At no time in my years as a student did | march in a graduation cere-
mony. | was not proud to hold degrees from institutions where I had been
constantly scorned and shamed. I wanted to forget these experiences, to
erase them from my consciousness. Like a prisoner set free, | did not want
to remember my years on the inside. When I finished my doctorate, I felt
too much uncertainty about who I had become. Uncertain about whether
I had managed to make it through without giving up the best of myself,
the best of the values | had been raised to believe in—hard work, honesty,
and respect for everyone no matter their class—1 finished my education
with my allegiance to the working class intact. Even so, I had planted my
feet on the path leading in the direction of class privilege. There would al-
ways be contradictions to face. There would always be confrontations
around the issue of class. | would always have to reexamine where I stand.

The Reader’s Presence

1. Hooks writes that she “began to crack under the pressure of con-
tradictory values and longings™ (paragraph 25). How would you
define these opposing pressures? In what way are they central to the
essay? Does she resolve these contradictions by the end of the essay?

2. According to hooks, why is it difficult to succeed in academia and at
the same time retain one’s allegiance to a working-class back-
ground? Why do you think she believes it is valuable to do so?
What values does she find inherent in the working class that other
classes apparently lack?

3. How do hooks’s attitudes about class compare with those of two
other African American writers whose essays appear in this part
of the book, Maya Angelou (see page 73) and Jamaica Kincaid
(see page 154)? In what ways do these three writers view race and
class as separate modes of identity?

30



