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ABSTRACT

This dissertation explores one white working-class family’s hopes, fears, illusions, and tensions
related to social mobility. I tell stories from my experiences as a first-generation college student,
including: ethnographic fieldwork; interviews with my family, community members, and former
teachers; and narratives from other working-class academics to provide an in-depth, evocative,
and relational look at mobility. I explore the roots of vulnerability in my family and how I was
socialized into understanding belonging and worthiness in particular ways, and how this
socialization influences my feelings of belonging and worthiness in the academy. The goal of
this research is bridging — past and present selves, working-class and academic cultures, work

and family — for me and my family and other first-generation students and their families.
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CHAPTER ONE:
PROPOSING A DISSERTATION
Proposal Defense

I reread the email and send it to my dissertation committee:

Hey folks! Just a reminder about the proposal defense tomorrow at 3:30 in CIS3057.
Art suggests we start a half-hour earlier, in order to prolong the interrogation :)

Art replies: Quite a framing. I’ll keep that in mind. I had thought of it as a party, a
kind of celebration with you taking center stage. But since torture is in the news, I suppose
I can go with that.

Keith: Thanks Nate! Looking forward to the discussion. See you then :)

Carolyn: What defense? Just kiddin. Looking forward.

Shawn: What proposal defense? Ha...just kidding.

Me: I'm wearing body armor!

Carolyn: It’s your head we’re after not your body

Me: Well the academy has historically only been interested in what’s above the neck.

The next day I wake up early and go to a coffee shop in the USF Business building. What
better place to prepare for a dissertation about classism and working-class culture than inside a
building that promotes an anti-labor, anti-working-class ideology (Pelz, 1995). I handwrite notes
in the margins of my 40-page proposal, elaborating on ideas and getting ready for critical

responses I foresee from my committee.
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An hour later, I put my pen down and stretch out my right hand, cracking my knuckles at
each little joint. I swallow the last bit of coffee, put my notes in my backpack and head toward
the CIS Building. Anne, the office assistant, is sitting at her desk when I walk into the
department main office.

“Just when I thought my day couldn’t get any worse, I find out you’re here,” I tease.

She laughs, “I only came to work today because I knew that it would make you
miserable. Anything to subject you to more suffering.”

“Not as miserable as my committee’s ears are going to feel listening to my defense
today,” I say. “The only thing I’'m passing today is gas.”

“And your committee passes out,” Anne says laughing.

“That’s probably for the best,” I say. “After hearing me talk, they’re gonna want to put
this defense in the past.”

We continue bantering back and forth, dropping puns and self-deprecating humor.

I spend a lot of time chatting with Anne. Our relationship is one of the most meaningful
ones I’ve developed in the department. Anne comes from a similar class background. We share a
dark sense of humor, laughing at things most people would find repulsive, offensive, or
heartbreaking. She reminds me of my family.

“Well, this is the last time you’re going to see me,” I say to Anne, before walking into the
conference room.

“Finally some good news today,” she teases. I walk into the conference room and sit at

the head of the table. My committee follows.

skksk
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“Can we make this quick? I got somewhere I need to be,” I tease. Dr. Carolyn Ellis
laughs and sits to my left in a multi-colored patchwork wolf shirt, purple earrings dangling by
her face. Dr. Keith Berry sits beside her in cargo shorts and a t-shirt, his sweet cologne pleasing
my nose. My advisor, Dr. Art Bochner sits to my right in a tie-dye t-shirt, perhaps the same one I
saw him wear at his NCA Distinguished Scholar lecture. Dr. Shawn Bingham sits beside him in a
suit jacket and bowtie. I’'m in my usual shorts, t-shirt, and Converse High Tops. Conversation
quiets down and all eyes look at me.

“We want to start by allowing you ten to fifteen minutes to give us an overview of your
dissertation,” Art says. “What called you to this project? And what do you see as the narrative
arc of your dissertation?”’

I pull out my notes and begin. “This is not a topic I chose at random. Social class and
class ambivalence are topics I’ve been thinking about for a long time. I have felt out of place in
both the college classroom and in my own family’s living room. I’ve listened to academics
criticize, make fun of, and entirely ignore white working-class lives. I also know how it feels to
return from college and be uncomfortable talking to my own friends and family. I’ve been
straddling a fence between two different worlds and not feeling at home in either.

“As an undergrad I completed a research project on first-generation, working-class
students at Manchester College, trying to understand how these students communicated on
campus and at home. Later that year in my role as a public relations assistant on campus, |
interviewed several Manchester first-generation college students, alumni, and faculty for a
magazine story about the emotional and financial barriers these students face and the various
support systems Manchester offers. When I moved to Central Michigan University for my

Master’s Degree, I continued researching social class. I interviewed other first-generation college
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students concerning the memorable messages they received from their family about work and
education. In my final semester at CMU, I discovered The Ethnographic I (Ellis, 2004) and was
blown away by the combination of evocative storytelling, reflection, and analysis. Finally,
engaging academic writing that even my family can read and understand. Stories are my family’s
forte. Narrative is a way of helping me bring the language of the working-class into academia.
That semester, I wrote my first autoethnography, a poorly written victim tale about my
experiences as a first-generation college student.

“Fast forward to USF. Here, I’ve continued my research on class and working-class
culture including interviewing my family for several class projects and publications. I
interviewed my mom for a paper about social class and teeth; my dad for a paper about factory
work; my grandpa for a paper about masculinity; and my brother for a paper about violence and
play fighting. I’ve also had them read and respond to several of my writings. I plan to use some
of these in the dissertation.

“I want to produce an in-depth, evocative, personal, and relational story of social
mobility. I will offer my own experiences as a first-generation college student from a white,
working-class family to show the potential emotional costs and rewards of growing up in a
white, working-class rural community and becoming an academic. Mobility is often studied
sociologically but I want to look at it through the detailed experiences of those who live through
it. Also, mobility is often framed only as a success. Think about popular phrases like, ‘I worked
my way up from nothing’ and ‘I started at the bottom and now I’m at the top.” I want to
complicate the idea of mobility as always and only offering a ‘better’ life,” I say using air quotes.

“The canonical narrative of social class and mobility is hierarchical, represented by the

metaphor of the ladder. We’re told we can have a better life than the one we start out with if
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we’re willing to work hard enough. Most of us who start our lives in the so-called lower or
working class, internalize this storyline. I question the utility and ethics of understanding social
class as a hierarchy in which some are lower and some higher. At the very least, I want to
question the taken-for-granted assumption that certain kinds of work and the people who do
these kinds of work, deserve better treatment and respect than others (Jones and Vagle, 2013).

I continue, “Mobility is typically examined as an individual achievement. We rarely look
at how relationships influence and are influenced by mobility. This is one of the reasons I am
involving my family as participants in the dissertation. I want to examine the influence of my
primary and secondary socialization (Berger & Luckmann, 1966) on my becoming an academic,
both the good and bad. I will travel back home this summer to conduct interviews with my mom,
dad, grandma, brother, former high school teachers and college professors, and also will do
fieldwork in my small rural community. I will bring readers into scenes of my family life and
upbringing, as well as in the classroom as a student and teacher.

“The goal of this dissertation is bridging — past and present selves, working-class and
academic cultures, work and family —not only for my family and me, but also for other first-
generation college students and their families.” I pause, “That’s probably good enough for right
now.”

“Thank you for that helpful overview of your project,” Art says. I feel the care and
protectiveness for me in his voice. “Next, each member will provide comments on your proposal.
Who wants to start?”

“I will,” Carolyn says. One by one, each committee member provides feedback on my
proposal. Carolyn says she loves the stories but thinks I need more literature on social class,

working-class academics, and working-class masculinity. She also suggests that I research
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Darlington’s town history and look at other small-town studies, in addition to reading others
who’ve done research with their families.

Keith says he appreciates my ability to trouble taken-for-granted ideas. He sees my
conversational tone in the proposal as a way of carrying on a working-class tradition but found
moments where it felt too chatty and I was attacking not only the reader but academics in
general. He also thinks I need to avoid overgeneralizations about social class and about
academics. He encourages me to interrogate my anger in my stories.

Shawn encourages me to bring in more social class and whiteness literature. “And you
still seem to be romanticizing the working-class,” he adds.

Art goes last. “The case you have been making here is the burden that is placed on a
person who is rooted in working class culture but aspires to an academic life. I like the goal of
bridging these two worlds, but the study has to reflect both sides — the working-class side and the
academic side. To me, being between means seeing the good in each side, the university side and
the family/blue collar side, but also the bad or unsatisfactory in each side. At the risk of
oversimplifying these ideas, [ want to draw a little diagram.” Art stands and walks to the white

board, grabs a marker and draws this diagram on the board:

Positives Negatives

White, working class

University

Figure 1: Art’s Proposal Chart
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“Let’s start at the top left corner,” he says, putting a check in the box. “Your proposal
clearly shows your love and appreciation for your family and community. But as Shawn said,
you come off at times as romanticizing them and other white, working-class people.”

He moves his marker to the right. “In your written proposal, you are clear about what you
resist in an academic life but not nearly so clear or confident about what you resist in a working
class life, and here I am talking about values. Don’t many of those working class kids who
become academics discover that there are beliefs endemic to many working class communities
that they simply can no longer accept or endorse, though once they thought them natural? If there
are ways that you would like to reshape academia, aren’t there also ways you would like to
reshape white, working class people? Otherwise, how can one claim ambivalence and the feeling
of between-ness? For example, in my book, I try to say that my father behaved badly toward me,
that he did some things that a good parent shouldn’t do, but that isn’t the whole sum of who he
was and even that part of him is explainable, though it may not be entirely forgivable. Do you
plan to beat your kids like your father did you? Would you refuse to pay for your childrens’
dental care if you could afford it?”” He leaves the box without a check.

Art moves his marker down to the bottom right and puts a check. “You’ve also shown
how academics who have no lived experience of white, working class culture can be
condescending toward this culture. But you can’t just exercise your anger, justifiable as it is,
without showing where and how it is rooted and manifested. You don’t want to lecture the reader
and make it seem that you’ve already made up your mind about everything before you’ve even
started. You want to let the stories do much of this work. Given your storytelling ability, I think
they will. A little modesty and uncertainty enhances your credibility. You don’t want to alienate

the people you’re trying to persuade.”
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He moves his marker to the bottom left corner. “But not everyone in the academy joins in
on this, do they? And one comes away wondering why you would want to be in the academy
since there isn’t much good that you seem to see in it, at least not in this proposal. What is it that
draws you to the university?”” He leaves the box blank and puts the cap back on the marker.
“How can you and other blue-collar students from families like yours live a good life in the
academy while maintaining appreciation and acceptance of the good values they were socialized
to in the white working class while questioning and transforming the bad ones?”

After an hour or so of dialogue with my committee, Art says, “Okay, you can go ahead
and step out into the office while the committee discusses your defense. We’ll come get you
when we’re ready.”

“It shouldn’t take that long to pass me,” I tease.

“We need time to discuss all the revisions you’re going to need to make,” Art fires back.

I step out of the room laughing and close the door. [ think that went okay.

Anne isn’t at her desk. There’s a sign placed in the middle of the room: Will return in a
few minutes. Please take a seat. I sit beside the display case housing memorabilia of my
committee: several books by Art and Carolyn, and an award for Keith. Art’s newest book,
Coming to Narrative: A Personal History of Paradigm Change in the Human Sciences (Bochner,
2014) is displayed near the front.

I connect with many of the complicated family relationships Art shares in his book. His
father worked long, back-breaking hours as a self-employed sign painter. He told Art over and
over that one “should expect to suffer, to fall, to face setbacks and make sacrifices. Work is what

gives meaning to life. After you fall, you can rise again through hard, honest work and self-
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sacrifice” (Bochner, 2014, p. 29). Art admired his father’s work ethic and self-discipline but also
knew that was not the life he wanted. He wanted to do work that is enjoyable, that feels like play.
I think about what Art said during the defense. To write a story about my white working-
class family and community that rings true, I have to include the controversial stuff: the close-
mindedness, racism, homophobia, Islamophobia, rage, violence, drugs, and bad decisions. How
do I do this without hurting relationships and reinforcing stereotypes? I am a son, brother,
nephew, and grandson of a working-class family who I still love deeply. Being an academic
confronted by stereotypical, often negative portrayals of the white working-class, my tendency
has been to romanticize the white working-class. It’s a defense mechanism. We know the
working-class isn’t all small-town charm, family values, and strong work ethic, as many
critical/cultural academics routinely point out (see Richardson, 2005). As a working-class
academic, I cope with the split between my love for small-town community and working-class
values like work ethic, resilience, loyalty, and candor, and my distaste for the fundamentalism
and injustices I sometimes find there (Ellis, 2009). The challenge in this dissertation is to show
my family as I know them — loving, hard-working, complicated, and flawed people, just like me.
Blaming and shaming my family and the academy while I stand out as innocent, or as a
hero who managed to turn out great despite them, limits opportunities for learning from my
experiences. Good stories involve complex, multifaceted characters. If I out to set out to blame
and vilify, my writing quickly turns into self-righteous narcissism. I try to write my characters —
including myself — as flawed human beings who did what they could given the circumstances in
which they lived. But I don’t want to let anyone off the hook. Instead, I push towards empathy.

My mind wanders back to May 23, 2010.
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Manchester College Graduation

I'm walking across campus with my mom, stepdad, dad, and grandma when I spot Dr.
Dave Switzer, my professor ahead of us.

“Let’s walk through the Science Center,” I say. “It’s air-conditioned.”

Damnit! Too late. Eye contact was made. Dave has a huge smile on his face. I walk
slowly, feeling an internal tug of war with my academic self on one side and my working-class
self on the other. How do I act when they are together? I can’t speak like an academic when I'm
with them. And what would Dave think if I talked with him the way I do with my family? My
parents have never seen ‘academic Nate’ and only recently have my professors begun seeing

‘working-class Nate.’

1 censor myself when I'm around my family, finding it easier to sink back into our more
familiar, blue-collar culture. I don’t intervene when my stepdad makes comments about Muslims
or gun control. In a classroom, 1'd jump all over it. In my family, there’s no qualifying ideas or
being politically correct. In the classroom, things are “problematic.” In my family, they re

“bullshit.” In a family that can’t afford to keep the dirty parts of life at bay, we see no reason to
do so with our words (Black, 1995). Around academic folks, I'm discussing ideas, being critical,
challenging opinions, even debating. I act confident, yet contemplative, treading more carefully
with my jokes and word choices. How would my parents react were I to fully embrace my
academic identity at home? Would they put me on a pedestal I didn't want to be on? Would they
think I'm trying to act better than them? But academia is an important part of who I am. I feel
most alive in the classroom, creating and debating ideas, and challenging myself to think about
things in new ways. This is not something encouraged at home. Many of my family and

community members resist these intellectual activities. ldeas threaten the way things are. ['ve
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begun disassociating from my working-class roots, becoming a divided self — the Nate Hodges
on campus and the Nate Hodges at home.

Dave approaches. “This is one of my professors, Dave Switzer,” I say, being vague. But
he is more than a professor. He is a father-figure, someone who appreciates aspects of me my
family hasn’t even seen. C’mon dad and Jeff, please stay quiet. And Dave, please don’t say
anything that makes my family feel stupid or out of place.

“I’'m his mom, Becky. It’s nice to meet you.” Mom’s never one to be shy. Just please,
please, please don’t say anything embarrassing.

“I just want you to know that I've had a lot of great students over my forty years of
teaching, but Nate is one of the best. I am very, very proud of him.” I'm shocked.

The pride I feel in my academic achievements is always tempered by the guilt I feel at
having chosen this life (Law, 1995). Despite my academic successes, I can’t shake the feeling
that I don’t quite fit in here, and that I haven’t done any real work, at least work that deserves
any more recognition than what my family gets for their factory labor, which is pretty much no
recognition at all.

“Thank you,” I say quietly, embarrassed but unable to hide the grin spreading across my
face. I glance at mom, who is smiling with tears of pride in her eyes. My grandma, tears in her
eyes as well, says, “He is just an awesome young man.” My dad’s stoic expression turns into a
grin. Please just stay quiet. Don’t say anything stupid, Dad. Let’s just go.

1 hurry the conversation along to move on to the ceremony though we still have plenty of
time. As I walk away, I feel overwhelmed by guilt. My family are good, hard-working people.

How can I be ashamed of how my family talks or the values they represent? These values were
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formed over the course of their lifetime in a culture that supports them. This culture isn’t inferior
to academic culture. It’s just different. Besides they didn’t have the same choices I do.

Despite this guilt, I continue hurrying conversations along after the ceremony, even more
so than earlier. Even though it’s been more than forty years since Dave was painting cars for a
living, he can more easily talk across our cultural gap. Introducing my family to these other
professors though, the gap feels wider. I walk quickly through the crowds, actually trying to lose
my family long enough for me to say hello to my professors without them by my side.

skskk

Sitting here now six years later, I fight back tears thinking about this. If I could go back, I
would have my family stand right beside me the whole time, my arms wrapped around them,
beaming with pride as I introduce them to my academic mentors. But I didn’t. And I have to live
with this. I’'m not the only one though. For many first-generation college students, graduation is
an important day because they are able to witness how much their college accomplishments
mean to their family (Orbe, 2004). They can be complicated, anxious days.

Lubrano (2004) shares a story about Dennis who invited his blue-collar parents to college
to watch him give a speech. Instead of allowing them to stand next to him while faculty
surrounded and congratulated him, Dennis asked his parents to go sit down, that he’d be right
with them. Their faces fell and then they scurried off. Dennis says, “If there’s one thing in life I
regret, it’s that moment. If I could have done it again, they would have been in the front row. My
parents were more intelligent than most of those professors, anyway. It should have been one of

the proudest moments in their lives and instead, I shunned them” (p. 55)."

' When Christopher (1995) told her graduate student peers about the years she spent as a
secretary prior to attending school they replied, “But you always knew you were smart right?” as
if one couldn’t be a secretary (or working-class) and smart...the equating of social class position
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I now understand myself as a blue-collar scholar. I work hard to nurture my working-
class roots and not let education diminish or even destroy what is good about them. I also love
and embrace my academic side, the critical, questioning part of me. But I didn’t always feel this
way. Like Rennels (2014), “I wish I had the gumption to [embrace] my working-class
roots...much earlier, [but] I am thankful I can be open about them now.”

Anne walks in the office. “Oh brother, I thought we’d got rid of you,” she says moving
the sign.

I hop out of my chair, pick it up, and pretend to carry it out of the office. “You said to
take a seat,” | say nodding at the sign. Anne laughs as the conference room door opens.

Art pops his head out. He’s smiling. I have a dissertation project!

Working-Class Academic Narratives

This dissertation joins a growing collection of working-class academic autobiographies
which understand “working-class experience [as] a source of cultural critique’ (Mazurek, 2009,
p. 162). These texts are important for reasserting the significance of class in America; critiquing
academic institutions, particularly hierarchies of status within academia and the contradictions
between most universities stated values and actual practices; and helping to build class solidarity
(Mazurek, 2009).

Striving for upward mobility can be a nightmare, not just a dream. The American Dream
narrative glosses over the tensions, leaving out the complicated family plotline. Law (1995)
writes there is a “cruel duality of the working-class student in higher education” (p. 1)...they
learn to “become a double agent, learning to lie with conviction in two contexts at once and

fearing expulsion from both” (p. 4). Social mobility can leave a person feeling alienated, with

with intelligence [is] one of the most common, egregious, and offensive examples of classism in
America” (p. 146).
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“survivor guilt” (Jensen, 2004, p. 172), “in a state of perpetual liminality...rife with tension and
fear” (Dykins Callahan, 2008, p. 354), and like a straddler with each foot in a different world
(Lubrano, 2004). Many feel “torn between two different notions of what it means to succeed in
life,” (Jensen, 2004, p. 174). Some of us who grew up in rural working-class communities feel
like we’re living a double life (Banks-Santilli, 2015).

Many first-generation college (FGC) students and working-class academics feel so
ashamed of their working-class identity when they do reveal their roots, they describe it as a
“coming out” (Dykins Callahan, 2008) process which is a “constant negotiation” (p. 354).
Working-class students “must negotiate issues of marginality on both ends as they work to
bridge the worlds of their homes and college life” (Orbe & Groscurth, 2004, p. 42).

On campus, FGC students might try to assimilate into the academic community by
censoring aspects of themselves that mark them as FGC. They also might overcompensate to feel
like they belong. Many FGC students form a social support network with counselors, mentors,
friends, faculty, and administrators. Some FGC students separate from academic culture, not
going to class or dropping out.

At home, FGC students might censor themselves around their families, not talking about
college or what they’re learning there. Some FGC students completely separate from their
families, avoiding calling or going home (Orbe & Groscurth, 2004). Peckham (1995) writes, “In
time, I more or less forgot who my parents and siblings were. Although I hesitate to admit it, I
must tell you that the only time my parents and I and my brother and sister have been together
since I left home was for my parent’s silver wedding anniversary. I suspect the next occasion

will be a funeral. That’s called erasure” (p. 274).
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Rennels (2014) observes that “class can be performed apart from one’s economic
resources...someone may have little to no income but still perform as though they are middle
class by learning from, relating to, and imitating middle-class people around them.” She went to
great lengths to hide her poverty. She lies to her friend about living in a trailer and instead tells
him to drop her off at her friend’s brick house in an edition (claiming it’s hers), and jumps into a
snow bank behind the house until he leaves, then walks a mile home to her trailer (Rennels,
2014).

Dykins Callahan (2008) admits “I have hidden behind branded clothing, semi-fine wine,
scholarly books, and big words...I have been a coward, doing what I told myself I had to do to
make it in the academy” (p. 354). Appel (2014) describes the “feeling of being always already
behind,” and Black (1995) felt, “alternately afraid and ashamed and bold and angry” about her
upbringing” (p. 17). Law (1995) “learned through myriad covert (and some not so covert)
pressures and practices, to feel increasingly ashamed of [her] home, [her] family” (p. 2). Lubrano
(2004) captures the challenge working-class academics face when writing about their lives:
“Much about working-class life is admirable and fine. The trick is to avoid glorifying it without
painting life in it too darkly” (p. 17).

Many of us working-class academics continue to understand our past as a deficit we
individually had to “move up” out of, and ourselves as heroes struggling against the odds. We
rarely see the beauty in the blue-collar, and when we do, we risk romanticizing our past, a
childhood that is saturated with both pleasure and pain.

At the end of This Fine Place so far From Home (1995), an edited collection of working-
class academic narratives, editor C.L. Barney Dews writes, “A few of our contributors expressed

great concern over the reactions their families might have if they ever saw the essays in this
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book. They were afraid of shaming their families by telling family secrets, especially secrets
from within the class closet” (p. 355). This lack of communication contributes to the gulf one
feels between their academic and working-class lives. The ambivalence, shame, anger, and
sadness are experienced in isolation. It’s important to have these difficult conversations. Lubrano
(2004) says, “Maybe it’s up to us [first-gen students] to bridge [our worlds]...After all, our
parents and still-blue-collar siblings didn’t cross the class divide with us. We are the bilingual
ones, able to speak the language of both classes” (p. 218).

Empowering FGC Students

Of the 7.3 million undergrads attending four-year colleges and universities, about 20%
are first-generation (Banks-Santilli, 2015). If you type “first-generation college students” into
Google Scholar, you will see that FGC student research has focused on how these students
struggle with access to, and success in college, and the various ways we can prevent them from
failing. In other words, college is seen as a problem for FGC students. Stuber (2011) writes, “the
combined portrait [of first-generation college students] is one of students at academic
risk...where a disproportionately low number succeed in college...they are more likely to leave
at the end of the first year and are less likely to stay enrolled or attain a bachelor’s degree after
five years” (p. 117).

As a group, “first-generation students typically rank below traditional students when
comparing grade point averages...completion of academically rigorous courses...and scores on
standardized examinations” (Atherton, 2014, p. 824), and “those whose parents had college
experience were significantly more likely to have higher levels of academic preparedness” (p.
827). We’re told they experience professional, financial, psychological, and academic difficulties

(Banks-Santilli, 2015) and these challenges are compounded when FGC students pursue graduate

www.manaraa.com



17

school (Lunceford, 2011). Yet, not all FGC students feel less academic or socially prepared than
their non-FGC peers (Stuber, 2011), or view their background as a deficit (Banks-Santilli, 2015).

The trouble, as Macias (2013) points out is that most FGC student research has focused
on what’s wrong with them, even in programs meant to help them. “A perpetual focus on deficits
and gaps has caused us to expect deficiency. It is the norm, so much so that words like ‘poor’ and
‘uneducated’ come to mind before ‘family-oriented’ and ‘determined’ when we think about these
students...Instead of cultivating a fear of failure through deficit-oriented perspectives, we must
choose to emphasize a capacity for and expression of success” (Macias, 2013, p. 18-19). He
suggests an approach to empowering FGC students by focusing on what positive values they
bring to school and thinking about ways their upbringing can help them to succeed in academia.

One area focused on in FGC student literature is the challenging relationship with family
after one goes to college. FGC student research has mostly ignored the family’s perspective
despite that, “almost without exception, first-generation college students identify their families as
key sources of support for their college success” (Orbe, 2008). Rather than framing the first-
generation college student experience as a deficit and working to eliminate the tension with one’s
family by separating from them or choosing to have distinct academic and family identities, as
many FGC students and working-class academics choose to do, one could focus on bridging
these worlds together. That is exactly what I try to do in this dissertation.
Methods

Though I’m hesitant to call what I do autoethnography, because the word is unnecessarily
long, abstract, and only used by academics - this dissertation would certainly be classified as
autoethnography by academics. I’ve tried in my work to describe rather than rely on loaded

academic words. Autoethnographers create stories from experience. They don’t just transmit
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experience. Vickers (2010) says “all forms of textual representation, traditional empirical
reporting, or otherwise involve some degree of fictional work, even those that conform to more
familiar modes of representation...Even nonfiction texts are partially and inevitably fictional
because they have been ‘fashioned’ and ‘molded’ by their writers” (p. 561-562).
Autoethnographers are less concerned with “what actually happened” and more concerned with
resonance. Does the experience evoke in the reader a feeling that it is lifelike, believable, and
possible, that it actually happened (Ellis, Adams, & Bochner, 2011)? Does the story bring
readers into the scene to help them “experience an experience” without actually being that person
(Ellis, 1993)? Good autoethnographies offer us a different sort of knowledge than knowing how
or knowing what; they can help us know what it is like (Goodall, 2008).

As I read narratives of other working-class academics and first-generation college
students, I was inspired to reflect on my own life. The use of literature and footnotes through the
dissertation is meant to join a community of working-class academics, to show how my
experiences resonate and sometimes differ, illustrating that the personal is political and social.

Stories are uniquely positioned to reveal the processes through which meanings are
constructed, challenged, made familiar and made strange. Rather than limiting and categorizing,
stories seek to show the unfolding. I believe social class can best be understood by exploring and
representing lived experiences in stories, not abstract economic, occupational, or political
categories. Demographic data often ignores lived experience, “tell[ing] us how to tell our stories,
obscuring details, reducing our lives to myth and archetype, making us forget how to tell our
stories ourselves” (Hicks, 1995, p. 152).

In this dissertation, I use literary methods — scenes with characters, dialogue, descriptions

— to help readers experience an experience, to see what I saw, feel what I felt, and struggle with
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the ambiguities and emotional dilemmas I faced. Academic jargon is often far removed from the
everyday realities of my family so it’s important for me to make my writing accessible,
understandable, and truthful to those I write about. I connect my experience to larger cultural and
political stories, weaving together personal narrative, interviews, and academic literature.

In my research, I acknowledge the blurry boundaries between nonfiction and fiction,
memory and imagination, and make the processes of writing and remembering part of the story.
These stories do not aspire to a universal, static truth. The stories we live are different than the
stories we tell because of the nature of language and memory. Thus I face “the difficult, never-
ending process of fashioning language that is adequate, both to the past and the present [I] seek
to understand” (Freeman, 2010, p. 183). The worth of this work will hopefully be judged by how
it resonates with the experiences of those who’ve followed a similar path from working-class to
academic class, and more generally by academics who’ve ever felt like a divided self.

In telling these stories, I seek to make sense of and thread together the divided self I have
experienced since committing to an academic life. Narrative reflection can help one bridge
together their past and present selves, and the gap between their home and school worlds
(Jehangir, 2010, p. 541-542). By the end of this project, I should have a better understanding of
my feelings and behaviors, and also the first-generation college student experience.

I draw from my lived experience being part of two communities (working-class and
academic), to share stories of childhood experiences at home and in school, being in the college
classroom, talking with professors, working in a manufacturing factory, and my college
graduation day. I draw from a variety of artifacts (syllabi, course papers, notes, photos,
newspapers, emails, letters, magazines, etc.) and present-day conversations with family and

friends to help with the memory-work (Bochner, 2014) involved in representing these scenes.
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I also present scenes from interviews I conducted during summer 2015 with my mom,
brother, dad, grandma, former high school teachers, and a former professor. I also conducted
ethnographic fieldwork at the Darlington Library and the town of Darlington during this summer.
In addition, I present scenes from the 100™ annual NCA Conference. I also draw from interviews
conducted with my mom, brother, grandpa, and grandma for previous published papers and class
projects throughout my time at the University of South Florida.

My fieldwork involves many improvisational conversations. I might remember a
particular experience and call my mom at that moment to ask how she remembers it. Or I might
be working on a paper and be interested in hearing my dad’s perspective on the issue so I text
him. Or I might Facebook message my brother about a particular memory. Although these aren’t
interviews in the traditional sense, these fieldwork snippets comprise a significant amount of
“data” for this project.

Sometimes I write down notes without telling my family. For example, last summer I
went fishing with my Papaw out on his boat and listening to him talk, I would leave my line in
the water every few minutes and write down what he was saying on a scrap piece of paper I had
in my pocket. He didn’t see me do this although we were on the same small fishing boat. I didn’t
want to interrupt Papaw to ask him if I could write it down because he’s fishing and I thought it
might make him uncomfortable or confused. Do I need his consent to write notes? What is okay
to tell about my family? I imagine Papaw might ask, ‘why are you writing instead of fishing?
You ain’t ever gonna catch a fish with a pen in your hand.’

Relational Ethics
After finishing the first draft of my dissertation and receiving feedback from Art, I send a

text message to my mom: One of the biggest challenges I’ve had is writing the controversial
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stuff about our family and community. I’ve mostly avoided it. But my advisor keeps
reminding me no one is all good or all bad. It’s important to be truthful and include it all.

She replies: The story will not be genuine if you don’t tell it all. Where you come
from and the challenges you’ve been through with your family and community is what
made you who you are. Wow I sound like a college professor!

I reply: I know, I just get scared because I love my family. I just have to remember I
can love my family and still be critical of come beliefs and decisions they’ve made.

She replies: You tell it the way it needs to be told. We love you. Just remember I
want some of the royalties for bringing you up in a messed-up family that you can write
about ©

The kind of ethics I practice in this dissertation can’t be found in an IRB handbook. In
fact, the IRB doesn’t even consider my dissertation to be “human subject research.”* Sorry mom
and dad. And Uncle Jeff, you did always say I was “a fucking badger” on the wrestling mat. The
ethical principles that guide my life don’t come from some federally funded committee anyway.
They were mostly instilled in me by my family — the same people I write about in this
dissertation. Even when I write about myself, I’'m writing about my family. Personal stories
implicate others. We’re relational creatures, us human subjects.

When playing by institutionally sanctioned academic rules, people aren’t even considered
human subjects unless I’m intentionally acquiring information from them, but I consider every

aspect of my life to be potential data (Barton, 2011). By the IRB’s rules, there is no difference

* According to the University of South Florida Institutional Review Board, research is a
systematic investigation, including research development, testing and evaluation, designed to
develop or contribute to generalizable knowledge. Autoethnography does not fit under the scope
of this definition, according to most IRB’s around the nation, even if the research involves
interviews about deeply intimate and controversial topics.
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between a loved one and a stranger. Following IRB protocol, Bresnahan (2016, in press) requires
her younger college-aged brother and sister to state their name, age, and position within the
family into the recorder during her Master’s thesis research, despite them living together for
years and sitting around the table in their pajamas. Throughout the article she addresses the
complex ethical issues that arise when one does research with intimate others (Ellis, 2007),
issues IRB is not prepared to handle.

Relational ethics encourages me to “make ethical decisions the way [I] make them in
[my] personal life” (Ellis, 2007, p. 213). My dissertation must provide a story I can live with, not
just one that gets me a degree, although I’1l take one of those too. Ideally, it brings me closer to
my family, but at the very least, I don’t want to damage these relationships. Family research,
such as this dissertation, creates opportunities for bringing families closer together by creating
conversations where there used to be isolation, secrecy, and shame (Castro, 2013).

According to Ellis (2007), relational ethics are concerned with “the question of how to
honor and respect our relationships with intimate others while being faithful to what we perceive
to be the truth of the story” (p. 210). There are no easy answers to resolving these ethical issues:
“I seek questions as much as answers, and practice relational ethics as /ived through caring,
compassionate relationships, which emerge and change with my participants—my family”
(Bresnahan, in press). I think the best I can do is be open about my ethical dilemmas and
acknowledge my reasons for making the decisions I do. However, there is a limit to this.
“Sometimes too much complexity can get in the way, even take the place, of what’s important”

(Ellis, 2001, p. 615), and at some point, you just gotta’ tell the damn story.
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Chapter Previews

In this dissertation, you will see how one white, working-class kid has moved through
life, emotionally and physically, from his rural hometown into an academic life. I try to show
through narrative scenes how I made sense of the world then and later describe why I’'m called to
make sense of these experiences now. I want to bring you along with me on this emotional
journey — to feel the shame, embarrassment, anger, ambivalence, nostalgia, pride, and struggles
for love, belonging, and self-worth. I’'m concerned with how the experiences feel, what they
mean, and how we can use them to live better lives (see Bochner, 1997; O’ Brien, 1990).

Chapter two presents scenes from childhood at home and in school to illustrate the
working-class values I was socialized into by my family, and how these values influenced my
experiences at school. I was a troublemaker and class clown in school, expressing myself in
ways I didn’t feel I could at home. This chapter includes discussion on humor, class clowns, rage
and family violence, drug abuse, and primary and secondary socialization.

Chapter three presents scenes from my transition into Manchester College, including the
culture shock and integration into college life during the first year. I discuss how I transition
from a mostly white, hetero-, conservative community into a more diverse community, and my
challenges in taking on the identity of “student.”

Chapter four presents scenes from my summer spent working in a manufacturing factory.
I bring readers into a day in the life of a factory worker, and also show how I come to understand
the roots of my father’s rage through my own rage in the factory. I show how I learned the value
of putting in a hard day’s work, of bustin’ ass, of just working — putting forth mental and
physical effort simply because I am a human being capable of doing so. I learned to appreciate

physical exhaustion, pain, and adversity instead of avoiding it, knowing sweat, sore muscles, and
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calluses make me a stronger person. I learned the value in actually creating something tangible in
a world of ideas. I learned you don’t need a college education or certain job title to be intelligent,
creative, and able. The working-class is full of wisdom, just not the abstract lifeless kind favored
by most academics. I also learned — through its absence in the factory — the foundation of any
good organizational culture is compassion, respect, and dialogue.

Chapter five presents scenes from my time at Manchester, focusing on how specific
mentors and courses influenced my academic success and my decision to pursue a career in
academia. The chapter includes an interview with my former professor, Dave Switzer, presented
in the form of an office mentoring session.

Chapter six presents scenes and discussion related to my uncle Jim, the professional
wrestler known as The Ultimate Warrior, and how his social mobility story influenced my
understanding of mobility and family relationships. I interview my grandma for this chapter, and
also include conversations with friends and family. I learn stories about uncle Jim I’ve never
heard before, gaining a more complex understanding of him as a human being, rather than a
heroic figure.

Chapter seven discusses “The American Dental Dream,” the cultural desire for straight,
white teeth, and the difficulty poor and working-class folks, including my mom who I interview,
have in achieving this dream. I also include a scene of sharing this story with my Writing Lives
students and how their reactions affect me.

Chapter eight presents an ethnodrama of the 100™ NCA National Convention that my
grandma and mom attended to watch me present two papers, including a presentation about

personal experiences with social mobility on a Blue-Collar Scholar panel. I include written
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reflections from my mom, grandma, panelists, and audience members to show the multiple
perspectives (from my family and academics) on the conference experience.

Chapter nine focuses on my relationship with my brother. The chapter includes free
writes and an interview from a project we did together in an Emotions, Trauma, and Intimate
Interviewing class, and also interviews during my trip home during summer 2015. I explore how
our socialization taught us to relate in particular ways, especially how violence has played a role
in our relationship. I also explore how our relationship has developed as I’ve left home and
continued in academia.

Chapter ten includes scenes from ethnographic fieldwork in Darlington, including a
conversation with the Darlington Library director, The Darlington Herald newspaper archives,
interviews with my mom, and multiple conversations with my stepdad, Jeff, and my Papaw. |
explore how the community insulates itself, closing itself to different ways of life, while also at
the same time beckoning me with its hard work, loyalty, and fierce sense of love.

Chapter eleven includes scenes from in the classroom as a graduate student and
instructor. I discuss how class is talked about in the academy and the ways I bridge my working-
class and academic identities in the classroom, one of which includes playing the role of the
trickster, a connection to my early experiences as a class clown.

Chapter twelve presents an interview conducted with my dad during summer 2015.
Though my dad is a man of few words, we explore issues of social mobility, work, family
relationships, and masculinity together, him teaching me important lessons for living a
meaningful life and at the same time revealing close-minded and stereotypical views.

Chapter thirteen includes an interview with my grandma from summer 2015, discussing

social mobility and our family relationships. In this conversation, we explore a range of
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important topics related to my upbringing, our community and family, and how to live a good
life.

Chapter fourteen concludes the dissertation by discussing how my childhood and
working-class socialization taught me to understand belonging and worthiness in particular ways,
and the various forms of armor my family, community, and myself put on to protect ourselves
from feeling vulnerable, especially as a poor, white family in America. I draw from the
interviews and stories presented in the dissertation for this analysis to consider how and why I
strive for a more vulnerable life, one in which I feel like I belong in the academy and in the
working-class. I can't bridge worlds without being vulnerable with my family. This means an
honest coming to grips with my past, and mine and my family's vulnerabilities and weaknesses

as well as the vulnerabilities and weaknesses of living an academic life.
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CHAPTER TWO:

CHILDHOOD

“The original meaning of the institutions is inaccessible to them [children] in terms of
memory. It, therefore, becomes necessary to interpret this meaning to them in various
legitimating formulas. These will have to be consistent and comprehensive in terms of the
institutional order, if they are to carry conviction to the new generation...The children
must be taught to behave and, once taught, must be kept inline. So, of course, must the
adults” (Berger & Luckmann, 1966, p. 61-62)...0Only later can the individual afford the

luxury of at least a modicum of doubt” (p. 136).

“You snuck out of the trailer one morning when you were just three years old,” mom tells
me. “I woke up early to make some coffee and noticed there was a kitchen chair next to the front
door and the chain lock was unlatched. I called grandma who lived up the road ‘cuz you’d snuck
to her house in the middle of the night before. She says she hasn’t seen you. So I start panicking.
I run down the road screaming your name. About a quarter-mile from our house, I see this little
blonde-haired boy in nothin’ but a diaper, standing in the middle of the Waynetown Bridge. I
yelled at you, ‘Nathan Lee, you get your ass over here right now!” You started crying and I

snatched you up by your diaper and brought you home.”
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Mom noticed early that I was trying to leave: home, my town, the world in which I grew
up. Yet, not completely leave. I ended up on the bridge, symbolic of how I’ve felt since I left for
college — on a bridge linking two separate worlds — wanting to leave but also wanting to stay.
School Days

Tell any teacher who had me as a student between Kindergarten and my freshman year of
college that I am now a doctoral student and they’ll cuss you out for even bringing up my name,
perhaps throw chalk at you, and then call you crazy for telling such lies. Alright, I'm
exaggerating. An eraser. They’d throw an eraser.

My first day of Kindergarten I lock myself inside grandma’s car in front of the school.
“Grammaw, if you love me you won’t make me go,” I tell her in between sobs. Once she
convinces me to unlock the door, I cling to her pant leg, begging her to not leave me. Later that
year at a parent-teacher conference, my teacher, Mrs. Starlin, tells my mom I have a learning
disability because I don’t talk. Two weeks after the conference, she calls mom again and tells her
I won’t stop talking and I need to work on my listening skills.

The next year Mrs. Richardson hands me a paper with Old English letters and ornate page
borders telling me I am awarded Funniest—Excellence in Reading at Anna Willson Elementary,
a boring way of saying class clown. I knew as early as Kindergarten that my greatest pleasure is
making others laugh. I feel most alive pushing boundaries and getting laughter out of people. It is
my attempt at fitting in, yet marking myself as special, someone not quite in the group but a part
of it nonetheless. Willson Elementary allows a space for my comedy by rewarding it so it can be
ordered into the school’s everyday symbolic universe, thus no longer challenging it, but

legitimating it. I need the school to know I’'m challenging their rules, not following them.
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The next year Mrs. Whicker writes on my report card, “Nathan has decided not to work
hard and not turn things in. He should be on the Honor Roll. He needs to apply himself.” I’'m not
interested in memorizing historical facts, math problems, and fill-in-the-blank spelling
worksheets. Instead, I spend my school days doing things I’m told not do in order to impress
others or get a laugh: pranks, smartass comments, and fights.

Following a series of stunts including yelling “penis” in the lunchroom; kicking Jason
Kelsey in the nuts; and throwing rocks at recess supervisor, Mrs. Harshbarger, a squat, hairy
woman who is as mean and ugly as Matilda’s Aunt Trunchbull, I am banished to a room by
myself for three days. I spend these days devouring books from the school’s library—R.L.

Stine’s Goosebumps books, The Adventures of Captain Underpants, and of course, the detective

stories of Nate the Great. These punishments are opportunities for me to escape the rigid

structure of Mrs. Skodinski’s classroom, a place where I am labeled as a bad student. I leave
behind my C grade in Reading and escape into new worlds in the pages.

I do everything I can to get a laugh in school. I don’t feel like I am going to get people to
like me because of my looks. I am fat and insecure. At the age of four, my parents divorce. Mom
wins custody and we move out of dad’s trailer to another trailer. Once I learn that poverty is
something to be ashamed of, I know I’'m not going to attract friends through my social status.

I learn my “white trash” family is something to be ashamed of when I stay the night with
my best friend, Clay Buck, in fourth grade. His home life is much different from my own. It’s
clean: the house, language, conflicts, etc. (Lubrano, 2004, p.173). They don’t call us poor, white
trash for no reason. Being in his house, seeing his family interact makes me feel that my home

life is something to be ashamed of.
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I also receive free school lunches as a junior high student, a marker of my family’s
poverty. When getting my lunch, I get far ahead of the person behind me in line so they don’t
hear me tell the lunch lady mine is free. Usually I wait until everyone is out of line before getting
my food. Despite the food being free, I know this is something I’'m supposed to be ashamed of. I
feel this shame as I see my peer’s brown bag lunches with clean-cut sandwiches, yogurts,
granola bars, and fruits, or when they hand cash over to the lunch lady each day. Ashamed of my
poverty, I turn to humor as a way to get people to like me.

Justice For My Balls

Principal Stewart announces over the school’s PA system that it’s time to recite the
Pledge of Allegiance. I stand from my desk and begin the daily chorus along with the rest of my
seventh-grade homeroom class.

“I pledge allegiance to the Flag of the United States of America and to the Republic for
which it stands, one nation, under God, with liberty and justice for my balls.”

A few of my buddies hear me and snicker. Mrs. Burkett stares at the chorus of laughing
bodies coming from the back of the room. We have been chanting this mindless rant every
school day since Kindergarten. Does anyone in here even know what it means to pledge their
allegiance to a nation? Who exactly, are we pledging to? And why is our country under god? Did
God pick America over all the others? We end our allegiance and sit as Mrs. Burkett begins
attendance.

“Hodges?” she says.

“Not here,” I reply.

The class bursts out laughing. Mrs. Burkett looks annoyed. “Nate, I want to talk to you

after class,” she says.
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While I fight for attention at school, I watch other kinds of fights at home. We had moved
once again, but this time out of a trailer and into a house with mom’s second husband, Mark.
Porch Fight

“You’re not waking them up, Mike,” I hear Mark shout as I wake from my living room
nap. I peek through the white-laced curtains to see my dad and Mark squared off, nose to chin,
on the front porch.

“I don’t know who the fuck you think you are buddy, but it’d probably be a good idea for
you to take your ass right back inside and get out of my way,” dad says without missing a beat,
inches from Mark’s chin.

“Get out of my face Mike,” Mark says hesitantly. Even though my dad weighs about the
same Mark weighed when he hit puberty, he knows dad is a state runner-up in wrestling.

“I’m not moving an inch. Now go tell them their dad is here to see them or I’ll go in there
and get them myself.”

“You’re not stepping a foot in my house Mike. The boys are asleep and there’s no sense
in waking them up. I’ll tell them you stopped by to see them when they wake up.”

“Well I guess I’ll have to get them myself,” dad says. He steps toward the door and Mark
shoves him back.

“You’re not going in my house, Mike.”

Dad lowers his level and delivers a double leg takedown the same way he taught Yub and
me to hit one on the wrestling mat.

“Kick his ass, Mark!” mom screams from the front door. “Kick his ass!”

Once mom realizes the wrong ass is being kicked, she calls the cops.

www.manaraa.com



32

Dad mounts on top of Mark, relentlessly swinging at his face as Mark tries to cover up.
Blood sprays from his nose onto my dad’s white work uniform.

I don’t make it to dad’s trailer that night. And mom and Mark’s relationship doesn’t make
it much further either. We move a few more times with mom bouncing around to different
babysitting, waitressing, and factory jobs, often working more than one. Then she meets David
and they marry. He works several different labor jobs before getting hired at the steel mill where
he works up to eighty hours a week.

Trailer Shame

In fourth grade, me, Yub, mom, and David move into a trailer in the woods. Luckily, no
one on the school bus can see it. [ don’t have friends over to our trailer, partially because I don’t
have many, but mostly because I don’t want the friends I do have to see where I live. In seventh
grade, we move into a different trailer beside the highway so kids on the school bus can see
where I live. Though I usually ride the school bus, occasionally for sports practices and school
events, mom or David have to give me a ride.

Mom and David drive rusty, old beaters that typically have something malfunctioning,
like the passenger door doesn’t open so I have to crawl in through the driver’s side door. One
time, I am sitting in the passenger seat of mom’s car when she turns a corner and the door falls
off. I fall out on the road. I’'m not hurt but we drive home without a door. Whenever I need my
parents to pick me up from school, I try to arrange for them to get there late so no other kids are
around. If there are kids waiting with me, I stay in the building pretending those aren’t my
parents until the kids leave, even if this means my parents wait twenty minutes or more.

I also feel ashamed for feeling ashamed because I don’t want to hurt my parent’s feelings.

They’re doing the best they can, aren’t they? I never go without during my childhood. My
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parents buy me video games, WWF action figures, and other toys I want for Christmas. I always
have clothes to wear even if many come from Goodwill.
*oHk

I sit on the couch in our trailer watching WWF RAW with Yub and David. I have about a
dozen plastic WWF action figures next to me, and a notebook labeled “Private WWF Writings”
in my hands. Pretending to be the WWF Matchmaker, I’ve filled the notebook with imagined
wrestling events and matches.

Mom sits in the recliner reading a Danielle Steele book. When she isn’t at work, cleaning,
cooking, or watching Days of Our Lives, she is usually reading a paperback romance she
salvaged from a yard sale for a quarter.

“Ugghhh!” I squeeze my nose and look at my stepdad.

“Blame your mom,” he says smiling. “She’s the one who made the gravy.” Yub, never
one to back down from a challenge, lets one rip, a roaring explosion of fear-inducing flatulence.
As my stepdad’s smell grows weaker, my brother’s undigested intestinal breath infiltrates the air.
I don’t back down. I dig deep and let out a roaring butthole battle cry.

Weighed Down®

“Alright, Nathan go ahead and step on.” I step onto the scale and the nurse moves the
bottom slide to 150, then begins moving the top slide to the right. 160, 170, 180, 187...188...The
beam starts moving toward the middle. 189...190. The beam levels out.

“190 pounds,” the nurse says. She measures my height and takes me to a private room.

“Okay, I need you to lift your shirt up. We’re going to do a body fat test.”

3 Portions of this section are taken from, Hodges, N. (2015). Weighing ourselves down: Scale
stories. Departures in Critical Qualitative Research, 4, 51-69.
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I can’t remember the last time I received an A on a test, and I had a feeling my luck
wasn’t about to turn around on this one. I nervously lift my WWF Wrestling t-shirt. She stares at
the flesh hanging over my 38-inch waist, then uses her metal calipers to pinch a handful of fat
from my lower stomach. She continues the test, pinching flab on my tricep.

“Looks like you’re thirty-two percent, Nathan.”

[ fail.

After the sports physical, I spend the basketball season as the heaviest sixth grader on the
team. Andrew Jones, one of the players who didn’t score on/y two points the entire season is
forced to run sprints after practice when the coach overhears him calling me a fat ass. Of all
things to call fat? He’s not the only one though. I’ve heard it all: Fatty. Fatso. Chubby. Tubby.
Put down the brownies. Put on a bra. It’s not just words either. My fat boobs make easy titty-
twister targets. And when my friends squeeze my fat rolls, the anger that escapes from my gut
finds another victim—someone poorer or richer, dumber or smarter, fatter or skinnier. Like my
friend Tyler, that dumb four-eyed fatty.

After basketball, I start my second year of wrestling. We travel to tournaments around the
state with dad on his weekends. The highest weight class in my age group—Novice—is 140
pounds with a + added for each 30 pounds after. I wrestle Novice 140++. Dad introduces Yub
and me to wrestling at the local youth club. We grew up listening to wrestling stories from dad, a
state runner-up in the 98 lb. weight class as a senior for Crawfordville High School.

“Didn’t even wrestle varsity my freshman year. Too damn little,” Dad says, reflecting on
his glory days. Eighty-three pounds, that’s what he’s going to say he weighed, 1 tell myself,

having heard the story countless times.
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“Only weighed about eighty-three pounds soakin’ wet. Lightest weight class was ninety-
eight pounds."

Now that [ was a wrestler, [ needed a wrestling dummy to practice on. My brother is 100
pounds lighter and better at everything we both do—sports, grades, video games—but don’t tell
him that. He always has been, but who wants to be the second-best brother? Not me. If you can’t
beat ‘em, beat ‘em up. That’s my philosophy, at least until I find a way to stand out?”

Working my way to this super-super heavyweight class doesn’t come easy. I earn it with
a strict diet of bologna, oatmeal cream pies, macaroni and cheese, and pop. As a kid, I eat
whatever my parents buy and tell me to eat. Mom says, “We bust ass just to put food on the
table. You’ll eat what’s on your plate or go hungry.” I never go hungry. Fried bologna
sandwiches are my favorite. Mom cuts an x in the middle of the round lunchmeat to keep the
meat from bubbling up and looking like a meaty sombrero while it sizzles in the pan. Put on
some cheese, put it in between two slices of white bread, grab a bag of tater chips, crack open a
pop, and you get an idea of what most of my lunches look like. Breakfast is for cereals—the kind
that tastes like candy and has games on the box. Mom says all that sugar is gonna’ rot my teeth
out but she keeps buying them. When you work long, exhausting hours and live paycheck-to-

paycheck, healthy nutrition and exercise aren’t exactly your top priorities.’

* Read Becker’s (1973) discussion of “heroism.” Young sibling rivalry reflects the basic human
condition, “the desire to stand out, to be the one in creation...to feel himself [sic] an object of
primary value: first in the universe, representing in himself all of life” (p. 3).

> There is an “assumption [in our society] that an individual’s weight is determined by their
willingness to make healthy nutritional choices. However, the emphasis on personal choice
deflects attention from factors (e.g., nutritional knowledge; affordability and availability of
foods) enabling or inhibiting others from making “correct” decisions” (Gerbensky-Kerber, 2011,
p..358).
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Trampoline Championship

I shut the trailer door and walk toward the trampoline in our neighbor’s yard, the site of
the most anticipated match in WWF history. Two brothers settling their feud in front of millions
for the Heavyweight Championship of the World. Granted, I’m the only real heavyweight,
registering at 180 pounds on my 11-year-old, 5’4 frame. Yub, an agile 80 pounds of §-year-old
fury, would only be a heavy weight to a baby. I strut down our driveway with a foam belt slung
over my shoulder. Yub bounces in the distance awaiting me.

Now entering the arena, the WWF World Heavyweight Champion, Naaaateeee “The
Grrrrreaaaaaaat” Hoooooodgeeees!

This is a hardcore match. Anything goes. Remnants of our last match surround the
trampoline: a three-step Little Tikes plastic ladder, a metal folding chair, and a plastic sled.

Yub and I square off on opposite ends of the trampoline. An unspoken challenge arises to
see who can bounce higher. His small body quickly takes the lead. As he’s flying at treetop
heights, I jump next to where he is about to land. He sinks several feet into the canvas before
launching off the trampoline.

“Ding, ding, ding,” I say as he crashes onto the grass.

Yub mumbles an assortment of cusswords and complaints as he climbs onto the
trampoline. I attack, grabbing him by his arm to stand him up and land some backhand chops
across his chest. I bring down some vicious overhand fists to his neck, slowing down before
impact to make it look real without the real damage. He stands groggily and I charge him,

clotheslining him to the canvas.
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He lays on the trampoline feigning injury like the well-trained pro wrestlers we watch on
WWEF Raw every Monday night. I look out at the crowd and throw both my arms in the air,
inviting cheers. The neighbor’s dog lays in the grass staring at me, his eyes half closed.

I climb the outer ring of the trampoline, the corner turnbuckle of our wrestling ring, and
leap toward Yub. I’'m “Macho Man” Randy Savage soaring through the air in his orange bandana
and tights, body stretched out for his patented elbow drop.

But Yub rolls out of the way before my elbow crashes into his sternum. I bounce off the
canvas and flip to my back. He grabs me by the hair, standing me up to deliver several wind-up
blows to the face. He puts his other hand on top of my head, making sure to hit his hand and not
my head, a trick we learned through slow-motion analysis of wrestling tapes. I hold my face to
show the crowd I’'m damaged.

"Irish whip," Yub whispers, grabbing my arm and whipping me toward the edge of the
trampoline. I bounce off the ropes and run back toward him. He leaps into the air and dropkicks
me in the chest, emulating our favorite lightweight wrestler, the masked Rey Mysterio Jr.

Yub climbs off the trampoline and grabs the Little Tikes ladder. He throws it on the
trampoline and climbs back on. He hoists the ladder overhead and slams it on my torso, slowing
down before impact. I lay on my back, breathing heavy. He sets the ladder up on the edge of the
trampoline and carefully climbs to the second rung. It’s not quite as tall as the ladder Bret “The
Hitman” Hart climbed to beat Shawn Michaels for the WWF Intercontinental Title. Yub
backflips off the ladder for a Moonsault Splash. I curl up, protecting my face as his legs come

crashing down onto my midsection.
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Assuming he’s done enough for the victory, Yub goes for the pin. "One...Two...Thr...!," I
shove him off just short of the required three-count. He stands up and looks around at the crowd
in disbelief.

Rather than boos, we hear tires on gravel. David is home from his shift at the steel mill.
He drives past us toward the trailer in his dusty, Ford pickup.

He waves from the truck as I sneak up behind Yub and whisper “backdrop.” He turns
around and charges me. I bend forward and launch all eighty pounds of him, head over heels into
the air behind me. He bounces a foot in the air then lands on the canvas gasping for the air |
knocked out of him. I run toward him and jump in the air for a leg drop. I lift up my thigh before
impact.

"Dinner's ready!" mom shouts from the front door of the trailer.

“We’re finishing our match first,” I shout.

“No, you’re eating now before it gets cold.”

“But we’re almost done, mom.”

“I don’t care. Get in here now!”

“Why can’t we finish our match first?”

“Because I said so!” She shuts the trailer door. Yub jumps off the trampoline.

“What are you doing?” I ask. “We’re finishing the match.”

He takes off running across the gravel on his tiptoes. I chase him, picking up rocks and
slinging them toward him.

“You fuckin’ fatass,” he shouts.

“Just wait ‘til I get to the trailer.”
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Snake In The Grass®

Me and Yub go with dad every other weekend and on most Wednesdays. Dad’s trailer
looks like it’d only take a small puff from the Big Bad Wolf to blow it down. It used to be white
but it hasn’t been washed in twenty years. I learn to feel comfortable in dirty, cluttered places.

Dad has a metal barrel in the yard where we burn our trash, mostly pop bottles, fast food
wrappers, and cigarette cartons. I love burning the trash — the only chore I ever liked. I watch the
plastic drip, inhaling all the fumes.

Junk cars litter the driveway and yard but we have lots of room to play. There is a big hill
in front to roll down, sled down, push Yub down, and woods out back to explore. Sometimes, we
shoot guns with dad. The first time I shot his 12-gauge shotgun the recoil threw me on the
ground and I had a bruised shoulder for a week. I missed the pop can target.

Dad saves our pop cans in plastic barrels outside and brings them to the recycling center
for cash. He splits the money into separate savings accounts for Yub and me. We have other
chances to earn money too. Dad pays us a dollar for every A we get on our report cards. Yub’s
revenue skyrockets; mine not so much.

The trailer is up a hill in the woods. No neighbors in sight. If someone is in the bathroom
and we have to pee we just open the door and whip it out. We piss all over dad’s property. We
also rarely wear shoes so our feet are probably covered in piss and Peaches’ dog shit.

I like to find toads out behind our trailer. When I find one, I’ll pick it up and bring the
little fella (let’s assume his name is Teddy) over to Peaches’ water bowl. I hold Teddy under

water while he wriggles to get away, and wait until the wiggling is just a slow-motion twitch

% “Harsh physical punishment by parents, particularly fathers, models assaultive behavior, which
siblings may imitate...a child learns that behaviors such as hitting, slapping, and pushing are
appropriate ways to solve problems” (Caffaro, 2013, p. 93).
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then I pull him out of the water and watch him slowly regain life. He gasps for air and stretches
out his limbs. Right when he believes he has a new shot at life I submerge him in the water
again. | repeat this process over and over, each time Teddy slowly losing strength but never
losing hope that he’ll be free again. After about a half-hour, I set Teddy on the ground to hop
away, but Peaches usually rips his limbs off and leaves him to die.

I know what you’re thinking, what a sweet young boy. Toads aren’t the only objects of
my displaced anger. Yub gets the brunt of it. I often feel like a cobra backed into a corner (from
bullying at school, violence at home, and the shame of living in poverty). What does a cobra do
when backed in a corner? It strikes. It doesn’t matter who it is.

Speaking of snakes, there’s plenty out here. The trailer has no siding around the bottom
so guess who likes to slither on in. One time, I opened the cabinet under the kitchen sink and saw
freshly shed snakeskin. Try falling asleep with that knowledge. I frequently have nightmares of
being chased by a snake. Yub doesn’t have to fall asleep to be chased.

*oHk

“Give me the controller,” I say to Yub who sits on the floor playing Final Fantasy, inches
from the small TV.

“No! I’'m in the middle of a game,” he says.

“Save it and let’s play a two-player game.”

“I don’t wanna play another game.”

“I don’t care,” I say, hovering over him and blocking his view of the TV screen.

“Get outta’ the way!”

I snap. Yub curls into the fetal position and protects his face as I smash my fist into the

side of his head and hand, then hammer his rib cage. He moves his hands down to protect his
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midsection and I clobber the side of his head. I stand up and kick wildly, my shin colliding with
his thighs, arms and midsection. He tries to grab my leg to stop the kicking so I bring my knee
down into his side and slam my fist onto his back, but careful not to hit his spine. He scrambles
to his feet, and rushes down the hallway to the living room. I chase but stop halfway down the
hall when I see dad lift his head from the pillow on the couch.

“What the fuck is going on?” he says.

Yub runs past him, tears running down his face, fear in his eyes. Dad turns his eyes to
me, guilt written onto every skin cell of my body. He grabs the flyswatter lying beside the couch,
fly guts and wings dangling from the rubber mesh.

His eyes are hungry for prey. I back away.

“We’ll see if you hit your goddamn brother anymore!” he says stomping toward me.

I turn my back and cover my face, in a kind of standing fetal position. Whack! Whack!
The flyswatter smacks my ass and back of my thighs. I turn around putting my hands out to
create distance. He swings again. Whack! The flyswatter hits my hands. Whack! My arms.
Whack! My side.

“Turn around now!” He swats my hands again. I move them to protect from the sting. He
swats my legs.

“One of these days, you’ll learn your fucking lesson, son!”

Yub lays in his bed crying at the other end of the trailer, as I lay in my bed nursing my

wounds. Dad sits on the living room couch smoking a Marlboro.”

skksk

7 “The suffering that studies say our children endure when they are beaten: feelings of sadness
and worthlessness...bouts of anxiety...outbursts of aggression...intense dislike of authority,
frayed relations with peers, and negative high-risk behavior” (Dyson, 2014).
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After a series of detentions, in-school suspensions, out-of-school suspensions, and verbal
lashings, Mr. Hunt expels me from Southmont Jr. High for pulling a fire alarm and evacuating
the entire school. Luckily, there are only three weeks of school left so I don’t have to repeat
eighth grade. I spend those three weeks in a cubicle at the alternative school, actually doing
homework. If caught talking I must do pushups, then remain standing.

I move out of mom’s house and in with dad a few weeks after alternative school, my first
time living with him since I was four. By this time, mom has divorced David and moved once
again. She dates a few different men, each moving in and then out within a matter of months. I
often smell pot coming from their room, a smell I’ve known since I was young but not
understood until recently. But I don’t discover the depths of her addiction until much later after
rarely seeing her throughout my high school years.

Montgomery County Meth Epidemic

Drug abuse, particularly methamphetamine, heroin, and prescription painkillers, have
completely ravaged my hometown and surrounding Montgomery County. The mayor of
Crawfordsville, Todd Barton, says “The average person does not realize they probably come in
contact with people on drugs every day in this community. It is that prevalent in our community”
(Franks, 2016). As income inequality continues growing, so does drug abuse by the white,
working-class. According to a recent longitudinal study conducted by a Nobel Prize winning
economist, the mortality rate for white Americans age 45 to 54 without a college degree soared
by 22 percent between 1999 and 2014, and is largely due to substance abuse and other forms of
self-harm (Holloway, 2015). I don’t have to look any further than my family to realize the extent

of the drug problem.
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My mom was addicted to meth for several years throughout my junior high and high
school years. Yub snorted, swallowed, and smoked about every substance Montgomery County
had to offer, ending up in jail for a summer. Several aunts, uncles, and cousins on both mom and
dad’s side of the family have been addicted.

After a decade of addiction, which included a stint living in a small camper next to his
sister’s house, uncle Tim was caught by the state police in the woods making meth in the trunk
of an abandoned car. He was gaunt, scabs on his face and arms, from picking at imaginary
insects, and his teeth were basically nonexistent. Mom was caught and spent several months in
jail for possession of meth.

Meth use is especially concentrated in the rural, white working-class because it is
inexpensive and keeps you awake and alert for hours, perfect for those long hours in the factory.
Goad (1997) says, “When someone inhales a thick line of crystal methamphetamine, they
summon an invisible angel who holds a gun to their head, commanding them to keep working. It
treats the bloodstream as an assembly line and pushes up the production quota...good crank lasts
at least eight hours — a full work shift” (p. 127).

But meth isn’t just used for work. It’s used for the same reason most drugs are used: it’s
fun. Meth makes you feel on top of the world. It’s a release, an escape from the overwhelming
stress and shame of living in poverty. Just as heroin, alcohol, and other drugs are. White-trash
fun is extreme, balls-to-the-walls, over-the-top, and right in your face. It’s not subtle or soft.
Goad (1997) writes:

“Working-class amusement is always too much...You don’t make love, you fuck your

brains out. You don’t just laugh, you piss yourself laughing. You don’t just drink, you

drink yourself blind. You don’t want to get high. You want to get FUCKED UP...You
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don’t punch someone, you beat the shit out of him...It’s overstatement for the

overworked... White-trash fun is desperate fun. Painful fun. Risky, bleeding, murderous,

frightening fun. It’s fun that in any other context wouldn’t seem like fun...When you bust
your ass all week, you just don’t have patience for the soft stuff. If you’ve been laying
hot tar on a roof all day, I don't think Mozart and goblet of cognac will take out all the
kinks in your neck...Every work load has an equal and opposite play load. When you
spend all day loading sixteen tons, you have to find a way to dump it. If you hammer
nails all week, you want to get hammered on the weekend...It’s purification time.

Whether actual or figurative, something has to die tonight” (Goad, p. 130-133).

Jerrod

“Some of the crises that occur after primary socialization are indeed caused by the

recognition that the world of one’s parents is not the only world there is, but has a very

specific social location, perhaps even one with a pejorative connotation” (Berger &

Luckmann, 1967, p. 141).

One day freshman year, as [’'m getting off the bus and walking into school, I notice
something moving out of the bottom of my eye. I look down and see a cockroach crawling across
the front of my sweater. I swat it away and look around to make sure no one saw. [ am trash. My
clothes already reek of cigarette smoke from living with dad, something I try to mask with body
spray but you can’t just pour whipped cream on shit and call it a dessert. I smell poor, unlike my
best friend, Jerrod. He smells rich because he is rich. Largey & Watson (1972) write, “the middle
and upper classes attempt to support their status position by the appropriate use of expensive

perfumes, perfumes that symbolize high status” (p. 1029).
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Jerrod is one of the most popular kids in school and is liked by both students and
teachers. He’s attractive, a top-ranked student, star soccer player, and has “American Dream”
teeth. I’'m ashamed of my crooked, crowded mouthful, rarely smiling with an open mouth,
especially for photos.

Jerrod’s mom is a nursing professor and assistant dean at a university and his dad is an
engineer at Rolls Royce. They have a happy marriage and four beautiful, successful children.
One of Jerrod’s sisters is earning her doctorate at a top-tier university. Another is a pharmacist.
And the other works for Twitter.

I become friends with Jerrod when he joins the wrestling team. He’s attracted to my
playful, risk-taking fun, and “rough around the edges” personality, something he doesn’t really
get at home. I’m attracted to him because he offers me something I don’t get at home either:
access to a different way of life. Our houses are about fifteen minutes from each other but we
live a world apart.

His family eats together every night at the dinner table. They talk about their day over
nutritious meals with fresh ingredients they grow in their garden, or exotic dishes they know
from years spent living and traveling abroad. They run 5K’s together during holidays and work
out in their home gym together. They talk about school and politics. They even argue, but not
like my parents. Each person gets a turn, and they actually debate — making claims, providing
evidence, and not shouting, insulting, or breaking stuff.

This is a different culture, a new way of living and thinking about the world. I am
uncomfortable at his house, like I don’t belong, not quite sure what to say or how to move
through this space, although I’'m also excited by this different way of life. The more time I spend

with Jerrod, the more I believe this is a life I could also live. I become interested in going to
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school and leaving home, in traveling the world and experiencing new things like his family. I
want to be able to tell the kind of exotic stories he can tell, stories about living in Indonesia and
traveling across Europe.

I start to understand his life as not only different than my family’s life, but better. Seeing
my family go to a job they hate, that destroys their body and mind, then struggle to pay bills, and
turn to drugs just to cope with the shitty cycle they are caught up in, I resist the temptation to let
myself get sucked into this life. Spending time at Jerrod’s house makes me aware that I may need
something different than my parent’s life. I grow increasingly ashamed of my family. I come
home from Jerrod’s house angry with my family for being poor, for not being educated, for not
eating dinner together, for not talking about school and politics, for not being a real family like
his.

Weighing Myself Down®

I lose almost ninety pounds from middle to high school.

I wake up to the sun shining on my face. I feel light, empty. The pipes feel unclogged,
pure. I get out of bed and walk to the bathroom. A little apple juice-colored pee dribbles out of
my dehydrated body into the toilet. I strip off my clothes to check my weight. Depending which
number the dial stops on determines how I plan the rest of the day.

118 pounds — 4 great start! There’s a potential to hit an all-time low today.

I turn toward the mirror and tighten my stomach. My ribcage presents itself through the
skin, but I’'m unhappy about the excess skin in my lower stomach from losing so much weight. I
squeeze the skin, frustrated. “Being obese for so many years had permanently stretched the skin

of my torso. To me, the folds that pooled around my navel and hung from my pecs looked like

¥ Portions of this section are taken from, Hodges, N. (2015). Weighing ourselves down: Scale
stories. Departures in Critical Qualitative Research, 4, 51-69.
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fat” (Penn, 2012). I’ve researched different plastic surgery options for removing the skin. I
imagine slicing off the excess and stitching it back together so that it is tighter. I suck in my
stomach allowing my ribs to jab sharply against the skin. My hand fits nicely under my ribcage.

I admire my jutting collarbones and dip my fingers into the hollow above them. Satisfied,
I wrap my hand around the other wrist, touching my thumb and index finger together. No room
for excess flesh. I want others to see what’s on the inside—not emotionally, but physically. I
want my anatomy revealed through my skin—skin that’s a size too small, a thin fleshy cloth
pulled tightly over my muscles, bones, and blood vessels. “Unfortunately...This excessive body
is worn as an unwelcomed flesh costume” (Glenn, 2013, p. 351). I continue the “body-checking
routines” (Penn, 2012), sucking in my neck and examining my jawline, making sure there is no
turkey-like flesh hanging down. I slip on mesh shorts, held up by my hipbones. I touch the point
of each hipbone, which stick out further than the flesh in between them. Before leaving I look
into the mirror at my favorite part—my eyes. They look like they’re being sucked into my skull
like black holes. I would be disappointed to look into the mirror and see vibrant eyes. What I like
about my body is that it looks unhealthy, like my bones are eating my flesh. I don’t want a
normal body.

I go to the kitchen and pour exactly eight ounces of Gatorade into a cup. I drink all of it
except the last swallow, which I swish around in my mouth, then spit in the sink. I’'m proud that I
drank less than the amount I poured. I’ve added not half a pound, but less. I eat the top half of a
whole-wheat bagel, saving the bottom half for after my run later. I go back to the bathroom and
sit on the toilet, trying to make more weight come out of me. I spend a significant time on the

toilet throughout the day because of frequent constipation.
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After fifteen minutes of failure on the toilet I go to my bedroom and read the newest
issues of Men’s Health, Men’s Fitness, and Flex Magazine. | write a detailed meal and exercise
program for the next few weeks as well as daily weight goals for the month. This isn’t about
being healthy. Although I’m interested in changing my body—in removing the excess—I’'m
motivated and driven by the numbers: bodyweight, calories, running times, weightlifting reps.
This is about making extreme sacrifices to achieve goals. The goal, of course, is perfection. My
weight can always be lower. Keep the number moving down no matter what. It’s a predictable
process. I’'m always waiting on weight loss (Glenn, 2013).

After I finish writing my goals, I walk to the kitchen and pull a black trash bag out from
underneath the sink. I stretch the bottom, ripping a small hole that I put my head through. I rip
two smaller holes to put my arms through. Standing in our trailer without air conditioning in the
heat of a Midwestern August, I’'m already dripping sweat. I’'m careful not to rip the holes any
larger since the purpose of wearing the trash bag is to keep as much of my body enclosed as
possible. I layer on the rest of my running outfit: shorts, sweatpants, t-shirt, hooded sweatshirt,
stocking cap. I put on my shoes and grab my stopwatch. Looking like I’'m dressed for a blizzard,
I step outside into the hundred-degree weather and begin the familiar three-mile run down a
gravel road.

Arriving back at the trailer, I stop the timer at eighteen minutes and thirty seconds, nearly
a minute slower than my personal record. Disappointed, I spend the next ten minutes sitting
inside my dad’s broken-down Dodge Dart with the doors closed and windows up, sweating like a
sumo wrestler in a sauna. What would mom do if she saw me like this? 1 moved out of her house

partially because it is easier to continue my weight loss away from her concerned, watchful eyes.
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I stagger dizzy-headed back to the trailer bathroom. I strip off my clothes and meticulously wipe
my sweat off with a towel, even though I continue sweating as [ wipe. I step on the scale.

The red dial spins. A few centimeters shy of 114 pounds.

No way! This scale can’t be right! 1 step off and step back on just to be sure.” The dial
points at my failure. A cold, calculated display of my worth (Glenn, 2013).

I put the sweatpants and sweatshirt back on and walk to my bedroom. I lie on my back,
staring at the heat radiating from my hands, one of the few parts of my body not suffocating
under fabric. Staring down at me from the ceiling is a poster I cut out from a wrestling magazine:
Obsessed is just a word the lazy use to describe the dedicated. I crank out one hundred
crunches then muster some spit from my dehydrated mouth into an empty Gatorade bottle on my
dresser, even though it feels like someone vacuumed out all my saliva. Pushups are next. Sweat
drips from my nose to the carpet, as my chest fills with lactic acid. I go to absolute failure, wait a
few seconds and do more. Then I grab the loaded barbell off my floor and hoist it overhead for
military presses until I’'m unable to perform another rep. Dizzy and exhausted, I lean against the
wall. Stop being a little bitch! Where'’s your fucking dedication? 1 don’t have an angel on one
shoulder and a devil on the other. Two angry drill sergeants killed both of them.

I walk out the front door of the trailer and line up in front of the Dodge Dart for sprints. /
don’t give a shit how you feel. I'm more powerful than you’ll ever be. Mind and body are at it

once again. Guess who wins.

? Different scales produce different measurements. As a wrestler, I learned to question the
reliability and generalizability of scales as I constantly weighed on different scales for practices
and tournaments. In a sport where a tenth of a pound can keep you from competing, you question
these “objective” measurements and put forth the “subjective” effort to ensure you are far
enough underweight that regardless of what scale you weigh on, you will still “make weight.”
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I run twenty sprints across the grass, dodging molehills and Peaches’ piles of dog shit,
then jog back inside. Disoriented and emitting heat like a furnace, I strip off my clothes as the
scale beckons me. “Step on, step on, I promise to tell you something true. You want to know the
truth, don’t you?” (Glenn, 2013, p. 354). Toweling off, just the thought of putting those sweats
back on wears me out. Black numbers and tally marks stare up at me from the compact analog
scale. The red dial is lined up on the scale’s biggest number: 0. I visualize the dial pointing at
114.

I step on...

Several months later, I step onto the scale backwards and wait a moment as the
psychologist records my weight. I catch sight of the number as she writes it down.

“Thank you,” she says. “You can step off.”

Not seeing my weight is a coping mechanism. The scale controls how I see my body. The
higher the number, the higher my disappointment, so it’s best I don’t know. Without a scale, I
can’t obsess over my weight. The number is what drove me to not eat or drink, work out three
times a day, and feel disgusted about my body. The obsession for more than a year has been to
make that number keep going down. It’s taken as much willpower to start eating and gaining
weight again as it took for me to not eat and lose weight. Did [ seriously just weigh almost 130
pounds? I'm going for another run when I get home.

Being the only guy in an eating disorder therapy group brings mixed feelings. As my dad
drives me to the clinic each week, I turn the music up so we don’t have to talk. We live in a
society where men struggle talking vulnerably about their bodies and body image, especially

with other men (Brooks, 2006). We can talk about weight when it’s in the context of making
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weight for wrestling, because it’s not about body image or emotions then. It’s about competition
and determination. It’s about being tough. It’s about being a man.

As a member of this group, I now have a label. I’ve become a kind of person (Hacking,
2000): a person with an eating disorder. I hate this label. My brain isn’t infected with some
‘disorder.’ I’ve chosen this lifestyle. If people choose to pathologize my eating and exercise
behaviors, that’s their problem. /¢’s just because they don’t have the willpower to do what I do.
Lazy fat-asses. And there is nothing dis-ordered about my eating. It’s the most ordered thing in
my life. I have my eating completely under control and can tell you exactly what I’ve ingested
the last week, even a breakdown of the micronutrients. It’s under more control than the rest of
this group. They gorge themselves and throw up. No discipline. I’'m not some emotional girl
throwing up her food. I’'m in complete control.' What I’'m doing is the most masculine form of
self-discipline. I’ve created an extreme, rigid lifestyle for myself. I don’t want to talk about how
fat I am or what I see when I look in the mirror. I want to talk about going on grueling runs,
lifting weights, being strict and regimented with my diet in order to have a lean, disciplined
body. This is an impressive logical compulsion, a self-mantra designed to retain my sense of
masculinity.

As the only guy in the group I am even more aware of my body, one of the reasons why |
am here in the first place: Body image. Body image is relational, even though most discussions
about the topic make it seem like we’re injected with body standards from celebrities and
advertisements like they’re hypodermic eating disorder needles. Images from the media matter,

but more important are the people we interact and build relationships with in our everyday lives.

' Tillman (2009) discusses bulimia as a purging of emotion (p. 98), and a “sense of lack of
control over eating” (p. 100). My approach to my eating, exercise, and emotions was strict
control. Both extremes are unhealthy in their own way.
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Part of my drive to change my body stems from my desire to stand apart from my brother. By
changing my body, I stand out and gain attention. As my brother tells me, “I get zero attention at
home. Everybody is always worried about you and your stupid eating disorder. I hate it.”

Those early years of being teased by peers also made me see my body negatively and
want to change it. 1'll build a body that will show them!"' Tt’s not just past interactions that
influence how we see our bodies though.'> When I’m in the gym surrounded by bodies that work
out, I compare and question how lean or muscular I look. When I’m around family or peers who
don’t work out, they often comment on how muscular or lean I look, making me feel different in
my body. Even alone in front of the mirror, the imagined reactions from others influence how I
see myself. Sometimes I become an other to myself. Who is that in the mirror? That may be my
body, but that’s not me.

Algebra Playground

I stroll into Mr. Steiner’s class for pre-Algebra my freshman year. I managed a B the first
trimester mostly by cheating on the exams. Mr. Steiner upped test security this semester and I
have a D-. “Out in the hall,” is a phrase I hear almost daily. I am more interested in shocking my
peers and making them laugh than earning grades. I push boundaries in stupid ways: Hiding
chalk, throwing stuff, writing obscenities on the board, making vulgar jokes, chugging rotten

milk, rubber band wars — the classroom is a battleground. Everyday I attack Mr. Steiner’s

! Many bodybuilders tell stories of being made fun of for being small and/or fat when they were
younger. These early bullying experiences inspire them to build a bigger, stronger body. The
problem is many still feel insecure. Strong exterior, weak interior (Hensley, 2011).

"2 Female bodybuilders, with their massive muscles, compare their bodies with other female
bodybuilders, not skinny supermodels. They build their social identity through their own tight-
knit bodybuilding community (Fisher, 1997). FatClub.com, an online community of men who
collectively pursue bigger bodies and weight gain, “offers a safehaven for those who enjoy being
fat” (Adams & Berry, 2013, p. 315). Each social group illustrates how one constructs their body
image through their relationships.
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institutional authority. I refuse to be one of the school’s sheep. This usually gets me herded into
the hallway with the other troublemakers.

I don’t do homework at home. I get to class early and copy answers from Mr. Steiner’s
Teacher Edition book on his desk while he stands in the hall chatting about farming with the
math teacher next door. Southmont is a rural high school: Cornfields on one side and a cow
pasture on the other, the perfect landscape for a “drive your tractor to school” day. Several
teachers farm, grew up on farms, or married farmers.

On test days, I get to class early and copy answers from the answer key he usually leaves
poorly hidden under some attendance sheets. I think he picked up on my method because the
answer sheets are harder to find this trimester. One of the problems with cheating on his math
exam, ethics aside, is I don’t get credit just for getting the right answer. I also have to show my
work. I could be a smartass and write, “look at your answer key,” but then I’d have an F in the
class, which would disqualify me from wrestling. Instead, I make up calculations. Multiply some
numbers. Divide some. Throw in a few symbols: square roots, fractions. I half-erase some,
making it illegible, and appear as if I worked through the problem by trial and error. There isn’t
enough time to write all the answers from the answer key. And if I got all the answers right, Mr.
Steiner would know I cheated.

Days we don’t have tests are when I get in the most trouble. “Get out your homework and
pass it in,” Mr. Steiner says. I turn mine in half complete. He collects the homework and goes to
the chalkboard to write a problem on the board. While his back is turned, I stand up and flip him
off, throwing my middle fingers at the back of his head. A few students laugh. He whips around
but ’m sitting by the time he locks eyes on me. He knows I’m the culprit but he can’t prove it. I

smirk. He turns around flustered and continues talking through the problem on the board. I build
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a small paper airplane behind the cover of my textbook and launch it across the room at my
friend, Tyler. He’s paying attention to Mr. Steiner as it hits him in the head. He smiles but
pretends nothing happened. A minute later, I notice Tyler slowly inching his hand into his pocket
and pulling out a quarter. He puts it in between his thumb and index finger and flicks it toward
me. I move my head just in time and the quarter zips by and hits the wall, falling to the floor.

“HODGES, GET OUT!” Mr. Steiner yells, turning around.

“But I didn’t do anything!” I say, only half telling the truth.

“TO THE HALLWAY!”

“This is bullshit!” I say, shoving my desk and walking toward the door.

I walk out and sit on the marble floor. I won’t be defeated this easily. Once I hear Mr.
Steiner teaching the new lesson, I peek my head slowly around the corner. A few students see me
and smile. I take the eraser out of my mechanical pencil, wait until Mr. Steiner turns his back,
and launch it toward him. It misses and hits the chalkboard beside his head. He doesn’t see it.
Several classmates laugh. He turns toward the door, assuming I’m up to no good, but he’s not
quick enough. I’m sitting against the wall out of sight. He walks to the door and slams it shut.

I wait a few minutes, then crawl toward the long window beside the door. My classmates
are working through problems at the board. Tyler, another class clown, but one Mr. Stiener likes
because he’s a farmboy is at the board nearest me. He sees me and shakes his head. I grab the
door handle and slowly crack the door open.

“Hodges, you idiot!” Tyler says. I look around for Mr. Steiner. He’s at the back of the
room helping a student with their problem. I crack the door wider, reach in and grab the trashcan.
I pull it into the hallway and set it against the glass, then pull the door so it’s slightly cracked.

Later, when Mr. Steiner is at the board going through problems, I slowly crack the door open
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where students can see me. I make faces, going cross-eyed, drooling, and moving my mouth
around like its Silly Putty. I pretend to be Mr. Steiner giving a blowjob, first with one hand, then
with two. When Mr. Steiner turns around and sees several students holding in laughs he turns
toward the cracked-open door.

“HODGES, TO THE OFFICE NOW!”

This isn’t the first time I’ve been sent to the office this year. A couple weeks ago I was
falling asleep in the back of geology class during a lecture about volcanoes. I look up just in time
to see Ryan Brock fling a #2 wood pencil right at my eye. I stand and walk over to his table. Mr.
Martin continues lecturing about diverging tectonic plates as my fist converges with Ryan’s
nose. Principal’s office: Three-day suspension, the ashy aftermath of a volcanic eruption in class.
My dad is pissed at me, but doesn’t do much about it. What’s he going to do really? Tell me not
to hit people?

To pass time in Mr. Hopkin’s Geometry class, Nate, Ronnie and me play the rhyme
game. The rules are simple: someone chooses a word and we each write down as many words as
we can that rhyme with it. It turns out math teachers don’t like students arguing about words
when they’re trying to teach about numbers. Mr. Hopkins let us put our word skills to use by
kicking us out of class and making us write a paper addressing the question: “Why I act the way
I act?” I relish the opportunity to tackle this philosophical “punishment.” Finally, an assignment
where [ am free to think critically about my life and am not inhibited by structural constraints. I
write about my desire to make others laugh and push boundaries and how this is linked to the
social environment I grew up in. My first social construction assignment is a punishment from
my high school geometry teacher. The paper doesn’t help my grade. Numbers and triangles can’t

keep my attention. I earn a D.
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Class Clowning

[ am a class clown: a rule-bending, comedic insider who pokes fun at rigid school rules,
standards, and structures without seriously threatening the people who maintain them (see
Frentz, 2008). I clown to soften hierarchical relationships (Berger, 1997) because I am already
experiencing problems with authority. I don’t like being told what to do and comedy is a threat to
authority. There’s a reason why satire is punishable by death in dictatorships.

My parents were told what to do everyday at work and they brought this communication
style of domination and control into our home. At the same time, they express hatred for their
bosses, politicians, business executives, and other authority figures for telling them what to do.
My parents tell countless stories about how their damn boss don’t know their ass from a hole in
the ground."’

My family often says one thing and does another, and my family does one thing and the
people at school and in the media do another. Although my family is critical of authority,
especially bosses and politicians, they often hold dogmatic beliefs in other authorities like the
Bible, U.S. military, and family elders. I inherit my parent’s cynicism toward authority,
including them as authority figures, since they undermine their own bullshit (Frankfurt, 2005)
through contradictory language and social interaction. Comedy is a way of undermining bullshit.

George Orwell (1945) wrote, “Every joke is a tiny revolution.” My clowning is a
rebellion against authority and against reason. It is a chance to play, to relive the childhood
freedom that school tries to institutionalize out of me (Freud, 1960). There are other reasons I

clown.

1 “No one who grows up working-class can possibly believe obedience to authority figures will
keep us safe or advance us in the world, because we see every day that authority figures have no
respect for us or our families and no interest in protecting us from harm” (Siegel, 2014).
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Director and comedian, Judd Apatow (2015), says “I always felt the reason I was
interested in comedy was that [ was on some level hostile and looking for answers” (p. 289). His
comment is similar to many of the comedians he interviewed for his book, Sick in the Head:
Conversations about Life and Comedy — unexpressed anger, trying to fit in, feeling awkward and
out of place, not feeling good enough, etc. My favorite comedian, Louis CK says, “My parents
were divorced...I was awkward and couldn’t quite score the way everybody else did. I didn’t
feel like I was succeeding as a kid. I was bad academically, always behind, always in trouble. I
had friends and stuff but I didn’t feel like I was winning in school. And comedy was this
amazing thing because comedy is like saying the wrong things — when you see a grownup do it
and they succeed at it and get applause” (p. 289). Like Louis CK, using comedy was a way of
overcoming my insecurities and self-perceived deficiencies.

I was bullied constantly because of my weight. I was embarrassed about living in a trailer
and my family’s poverty. I was ashamed of my academic performance, of constantly being
labeled a bad student. These clowning attacks were defense mechanisms — a way of expressing
my anger (Freud, 1960). Through using humor, I try to regain my sense of self-worth, and even
express my own superiority (Hobbes, 1840). Jokes are a way of building solidarity with my
fellow students while at the same time dividing me from my teachers, as jokes create an “us” and
“them” (Meyer, 2000).

Comedy can offer a kind of narrative truth, what I call comedic truth. Burke (1984)
argues that comedy offers us “perspective by incongruity” (p. 173). Comedic truth is a truth that
exaggerates, distorts, and draws attention to incongruity. Berger (1997) says the comic

worldview, “is that of a world turned upside down, grossly distorted, and precisely for that
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reason more revealing of some underlying truths than the conventional, right-side-up view” (p.
21). Comedy and religious faith share many of the same qualities.

Religion is an important sense-making tool for people, one which parents often go to
great lengths to socialize their children into. I don’t have that in my family. Humor is my faith,
transcending me beyond the reality of everyday, ordinary existence and suggesting there is
something beyond this material world that is redeeming (Berger, 1997). My parents tell me all
the time that “life isn’t fair, get used to it,” especially when I don’t get my way. Religion and
humor are ways of getting used to it. Humor becomes my way of making sense of this unfair
world, a way of thinking everything’s going to be okay, regardless of if I’'m poor, fat, not “cool,”
and a bad student. Humor offers a way to stand out and get attention despite my poor self-esteem
and shame.

Family Violence

The summer before my junior year of high school, dad and Ralpha, the woman he’s dated
for nearly a decade, buy a two-story brick house in a housing edition. The neighbor across the
street is Mr. Hunt, the former junior high principal who expelled me. Dad and Ralpha fight
almost every day. I listen from my bedroom as I try to fall asleep, or sit in the living room while
they fight in front of me.

“Get your shit and get out!” dad shouts. He grabs Ralpha’s clothes from the closet and
hurls them into the hallway. “Get the fuck out!” he shouts again.

“This is my house too, Mike!”

“Your house?” dad’s rhetorical question comes out eerily calm.

“You haven’t paid a goddamn dime on this house in six months. Don’t give me that

bullshit, Ralpha!”
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“My name is right there beside yours on the papers. Don’t tell me I haven’t paid anything
in six months. I pay my half...”

CRASH! Dad slams the bedroom door.

“Bullshit!”

CRASH! Ralpha swings the door open and it crashes into the wall, the handle piercing
the plaster. A picture of dad, Yub, and me falls to the carpet.

“What the fuck are you doing?”’ dad shouts inches from her face. She backs away “Quit
being fucking stupid!” He says, stalking her down, spit spraying like venom.

“Get out of my face, Mike.” Her tone changes from anger to fear. “Mike, get out of my
face or I’'m calling the cops.”

“Call the fucking cops, Ralpha! Go right ahead. I’ll dial their damn number for you.”
Ralpha backs down the hallway. Dad follows.

“GET OUT OF MY FACE!” she screams.

She pushes over the six-foot tall glass display case at the end of the hallway. A Mother
Mary figurine breaks into pieces on the floor.

The fight rages on. Cussing, hateful words, slammed doors, smashed objects, punched
walls, shattered glass, dialed phones, then a knock on the front door.

“Hello I'm from the Montgomery County Sheriff’s Department. We received a complaint
about a dispute going on at this residence.” They bullshit the sheriff like they always do and the
fight resumes when he leaves.

Ralpha wasn’t the only one who fought with dad in the house...

skksk
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“Dad, why can’t I borrow the van?” I ask, lying about going to Jerrod’s house tonight
when I’m really going to a party.

“Because I fuckin’ said so, Nathan,” he says.

“That’s fuckin’ retarded.”

“Watch your damn mouth,” he says jabbing his finger into my chest and inching closer.

“Dad, get the fuck outta’ my face.” I push him back. He grabs me by my shirt. “Fucking
let go!” I try to peel his hands off. BAM! His right fist bites my left cheekbone.

“IS THAT ALL YOU GOT?” I yell.

Tears roll down my cheek. Not from physical pain but from the shock. I love my dad. He
loves me. People who love each other don’t do this, do they?

“Goddamn! I fucking hate you so much!” I say, crying even more.

I stomp out of the kitchen and down the stairs. I stop on the bottom step and unleash my
rage into the house, leaving a fist-sized hole in the wall. I shake the white plaster crumbles from
my knuckles, and slam the back door as I leave.

Two years later the pattern repeats with a different character...

*oHk

“Goddamn, I fucking hate you so much,” Yub shouts at dad. I’'m standing against the
door in my bedroom listening to Yub and dad fight upstairs. Two years have passed since my last
fight with my dad. By this time, my 200-pound National Champion wrestler brother is too much
for my 130-pound dad to handle. Yub lays it on him.

“You’re a terrible father! I fucking hate you!”

My composure crumbles under the weight of his hateful words. I explode out of my

bedroom, and walk upstairs. I grab Yub by the shirt and lift him onto his tiptoes.
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“STOP FUCKING TALKING TO MY DAD LIKE THAT!”

My fist quivers inches from his cheekbone. He looks petrified.

“Get off me!” he mumbles, untangling my hand from his shirt.

He stomps downstairs, punches a hole in the wall inches from mine. White plaster
crumbles from his knuckles as he slams the door.

Southmont Graduation And Manchester Application

I graduate high school on my eighteenth birthday. I am ranked 82™ out of 144 students,
but I’'m not really one for numbers anyhow. It doesn’t come as a surprise considering I spend
almost as much time in the hallway and principal’s office as the classroom.

I live and breathe wrestling at Southmont. I finish my career with several school records,
a seventh place finish in the state finals, and an award for area wrestler of the year. The wrestling
mat is the only place I feel like I belong. It is the only place throughout my childhood where I
feel validated, where I excel, where people cheer for me and consider my work significant.

After the State Finals, I receive letters from a few small colleges who are interested in me
joining their wrestling program, including a letter from the wrestling coach at Manchester
College, an NCAA Division III program in North Manchester, Indiana. I also apply to Indiana
State University (ISU), only about an hour away and a popular college school choice of my
peers. Dad doesn’t want me going to ISU because there’s no wrestling program. Jerrod gets
accepted into Wabash College, a prestigious liberal arts college in town, and Indiana University
School of Business, one of the top business schools in the country. He chooses IU.

I qualify as a 21* Century Scholar, an award program geared toward low-income students
that pays a portion of tuition if I attend an Indiana college or university. I still have to borrow

more than $5,000 a semester for remaining costs. I naively borrow from a private loan company
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with interest that accrues while I’'m in college. Mom and dad don’t have good enough credit to
co-sign the loan. Dad is struggling to make payments for a house on the verge of foreclosure.
Mom is working overtime as a waitress and cleaning houses, hovering around the poverty line.
Grandma Donna cosigns the loan and even agrees to pay the interest while I’'m in college.

The summer before I start college at Manchester, I work at a construction company, my
second paid job. My first job lasted one day before I quit. I was a dishwasher at the restaurant my
mom waitressed. The goal is to save money for college, but I save nothing. Zilch. I’m terrible
with money. I don’t like being in debt and pay all my debts off as soon as I can, even recklessly
so, like using my whole paycheck to pay off bills the day I get paid and only having twenty
bucks left for the next two weeks. I still don’t trust myself with owning a credit card and any
time [ have extra money, I spend it.

As I prepare to leave for college, to start a new life in a new place, I'm excited but I don’t
really know what college has in store for me. What do I want? What will make my life feel

worthwhile? Why am I so ashamed and angry?
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CHAPTER THREE:

MANCHESTER BEGINNINGS

In August 2006, I drive 2.5 hours to North Manchester in my 99 Pontiac Grand Am —
paint scratches, smashed fender, and bungee cord holding the hood down. The car, the first one
I’d owned, and purchased for me as a graduation gift a few months ago by my parents and
grandma, is filled with dorm room stuff. My mom, dad, Jeff (mom’s fourth husband), and
grandma follow behind me.

I pull up to Schwalm Hall and feel embarrassed as student workers swarm my car to help
me carry stuff to my room on the first floor. My family helps carry a few things, then hands cash,
hugs me, and leaves. Mom cries, as she does every time we part ways. [ walk into my new room
feeling torn between excitement of a new life ahead of me and a tinge of sadness about the life it
feels like I’'m leaving behind.

Move-in day is often fraught with complicated feelings and tensions for first-generation
college students. Part of this has to do with the fact that move-in day is a family affair (Rease-
Miles & Lopez, 2015). This is the first time students get to see the worlds of their future and past
together, and for first-generation, blue-collar students, this often creates an ambivalent, even
awkward experience they aren’t sure how to cope with yet.

When I moved into Manchester, a private liberal arts college, I moved from a
conservative, white working-class community to something very different. In my hometown,

many people drive gas-guzzling trucks with roaring engines and big tires. They have American

www.manaraa.com



64

flag and “Support the Troops” stickers displayed on their rear-windows. At Manchester College
people drive small cars that hum like sewing machines and run on cornstarch and free love. The
rear windows of these vehicles display peace signs and “Pro-Choice” stickers.

I may not have realized it yet, but the minute I hop out of my vehicle on move-in day,
I’'m leaving the conservative, blue-collar, white, hetero-, Christian way of life I grew up in and
entering a world unfamiliar to me: the cosmopolitan world of liberals and democrats,
homosexuals, transgendered, Palestinians, Indians, Nigerians, Ethiopians, Muslims, Buddhists,
Catholics, Jews, wealthy, big city, and every different color on life’s rainbow.

There was one black person in my high school and she was adopted by white parents.
There were no openly gay students. I didn’t know any gay men until I arrived here. I grew up
with two female cousins who were openly lesbian, and who introduced various girlfriends to the
family. My family’s perspective, while supportive in some ways, still “othered” this lifestyle.
Jeff’s dad, my papaw says, “If they wanna be gay, more power to 'em. I don't care. Just don't
push it off on me. It's just like religion. I'm not real religious. I believe in God and all that but I
don't like for people to push it off on me.”

Ninety-two percent of the 16,000 people who live in Crawfordsville are white. Eight
percent are Hispanic. “Comin’ over here and takin’ all our jobs and payin’ no taxes,” I often
hear. Muslims — the supposed terrorists my community is afraid of — live in my hall and several
become good friends. Manchester attracts many international students to its peace studies
program, the first of its kind in the world. There is a United Sexualities club on campus and a
Gay Prom. I go to my first drag show here. In Crawfordsville, there is man and woman and you

act like a man or act like a woman. These distinctions are clear. There is no gray area.
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Vulnerable Leadership

At Manchester, the College President, Jo Young Switzer, knows every student by name
and eats lunch with students and working-class folks on campus — the maintenance workers,
groundskeepers, cooks, and custodial staff. I’ve never seen such respect shown to people like my
family by people who make such high salaries and have so much decision-making power.

Manchester feels like a community where people, not profits, are put first. I feel the truth
of their mission statement everyday: “Manchester College respects the infinite worth of every
individual and graduates persons of ability and conviction who draw upon their education and
faith to lead principled, productive, and compassionate lives that improve the human condition.”

Many of Manchester’s employees are former graduates — librarians, accountants,
administrators, fundraisers, alumni relations, maintenance and grounds workers, coaches, human
resources, academic support, career services, public relations, counselors, admissions, professors.
The President and Vice President are Manchester grads. People grow deeply attached to this
place. The alumni donation rate is almost three times the national average. Graduates even leave
their entire estates to the school when they die.
Class Struggles

I go to college intending to major in Sports Management with the idea of being a high
school athletic director and wrestling coach, though the only sports I care for are wrestling and
long-distance running, and high school wasn’t exactly an enjoyable place for me. At the end of
my first semester I have a 2.8 GPA and am nearly kicked out of school. I cheat on my Intro to
Psychology final exam.

I study several days, typing a study guide, and rewriting it several times to help memorize

for the exam. I bring the study guide with me to the final exam, hide it under my desk and look at
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it a few times to confirm answers. I receive an email from my professor a few days later. She
informs me she knows I cheated, that I will receive a zero on the exam and she is reporting the
incident to the Academic Affairs office where they will decide if I am expelled from the college.
I never hear from the Academic Affairs office and I wonder if she actually reported it or said that
to scare me. It works. Although I know cheating is wrong, I didn’t trust myself to perform well
without help. I didn’t in high school and hadn’t thus far in college.

I take a College Algebra class during January and finish with a D- despite doing the
homework and never missing class. I retake the class in Spring and receive a C. I struggle
through my Intro to Communication and Public Speaking class. I rarely read the textbook, but
invest a lot of time preparing for presentations. I try to say too much and go over the required
time, which is punished harshly. I receive a C- in the class.

I finish the year with disappointing grades, I’'m burnt out with wrestling and unsure about
my major choice and why I’m in college, though I’'m having fun. One positive thing about this
year is I reinvent myself. I become more confident. I make friends. I also became more aware of
my multiple selves. There is the Nate Hodges at home and the Nate Hodges on campus. There is
also the Nate Hodges in the classroom and the Nate Hodges with his friends. Another not-so-
great change is that ’'m becoming a heavy drinker. Given my propensity for doing things to the
extreme, this is scary. I also discover Adderall, a drug that is like steroids for the brain. I sign up
to live with a new roommate next year: Austin; he’s quiet, a good student, a better option for
focusing on school.

On the last day of school, I load up my stuff and drive back to Crawfordsville to work in
a factory for the summer. Driving back alone in the silence, life’s big questions drift into my

consciousness: What am I doing here? What do I want out of college? Can I succeed as a
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student? Am I destined to end up back in Crawfordsville working in a factory? Why have I been

drinking so much? I’ve seen the destruction that drugs and alcohol has caused my family. Am I

following in their footsteps?
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CHAPTER FOUR:

MANUFACTURING STORIES

“The working class doesn’t write a lot of history books. The working class doesn’t
produce many movies or radio shows. The working class doesn’t tend to hire media
consultants or theatrical agents. The working class has played an itty-bitty role in
fashioning its popular image. That’s because the working class [is] too busy working”

(Goad, 1997, p. 101).

When I was a kid, my dad would come home to our trailer in his sweaty, oil-stained work
uniform and say, “Son, you better get yer’self an ed-ju-cation. Getch’ya a good job. Ya’ don’t
want to end up like yer dad, breakin’ yer back just to put a damn penny in yer pocket.” My dad,
mom, stepdad, brother and the rest of my family have worked in factories for most of their adult
lives. Some make brake pads, some build car axles, some package cheese, and some bottle
medication, but they all are told more or less what to do and how to do it. The working-class is
made up of people who go to jobs in which they have comparatively little power or authority,
aren’t the boss of anyone, and have little to no control over the pace and content of their work
(Zweig, 2004). Working-class bodies stand up, move, sweat, get dirty, and ache on the job.

Our experiences at work influence our attitudes, behaviors, and values, and how, why,
where, when, and to whom we communicate. They shape our ideas about what it means to live

“a good life” and the actions we take toward achieving it. Work has been understood at different
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points throughout American history as natural, a necessary evil, punishment for sin, a path to
salvation, the source of economic value, creation, and the essence of what it means to be human
(see Mills, 1951). Richard Nixon claimed “labor is good in itself...a man or woman becomes a
better person by virtue of the act of working” (Terkel, 1972). Studs Terkel claimed that “work, is
by it’s very nature, about violence — to the spirit as well as to the body” (Terkel, 1972, p. xiii),
and is also “a search...for daily meaning as well as daily bread” (p. xiii).

Mills (1951) proposed that ideal work would have no ulterior motive other than the
process of creating the product being made. Work should be meaningful. Y ou should be free to
control your work and learn from it. There should be no split between work and play. This is not
to say work can’t be challenging or even dull at times, because workers “gain positive
satisfaction from encountering a resistance and conquering it...without this resistance he [sic]
would gain less satisfaction in being finally victorious over that which at first obstinately resists
his will” (p. 222).

If there is no inherent meaning for work I wonder, “why some workers are privileged and
others excluded and how some types of work are constructed as desirable and others are not”
(Jones & Vagle, 2013, p. 132). Why is working with your hands treated as less valuable or
respectable than working with ideas? How do we even make these distinctions? Why is the CEO
paid ten, twenty, one hundred, even one thousand or more times as much as the worker on their
assembly line?

We inherit narratives from educators, workplaces, media, family, children’s books
(Wieland & Bauer, 2015) and even mythology in which we learn what kinds of work are valued
by society, and thus what value should be attached to the people who do these kinds of work.

The American Dream narrative treats factory work as undesirable and insignificant. How many
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parents tell their young children they should aspire to work in a factory? When was the last time
a warehouse worker was invited to speak at career day?

My family and the schools I’ve attended tried to reinforce the idea I could make a better
life for myself than the one I was born into and raised in. This better life includes a college
education and work that isn’t physical labor. My job this summer at the lighting factory is
supposed to help reinforce this narrative. I don’t want to work in this shithole. I’m just doing it to
buy a computer for school and pay for some of my tuition.

According to Ancient Greek mythology, Sisyphus was hauled down to the Underworld
by Hades and condemned to an eternity of hard, meaningless labor for crimes committed against
the Gods. His eternal assignment was to roll a giant boulder up a hill, only to have it roll back to
the bottom before he reached the summit. In the eyes of the Greek Gods, there was no
punishment more torturous than hopeless, repetitive physical labor (Camus, 1955).

Rolling Uphill

My steel-toe boots clomp on the hot pavement as I run in the factory’s side entrance door.
The electronic time clock shows 3:00 p.m., and I breathe a sigh of relief as I swipe the barcode
on my company-issued, plastic card. Printed on the card are my name, a number, and a picture of
me with a closed-mouth smile, ironic considering how rarely I smile in this place. If I swiped this
card one minute later, I would be late. If this happens three times, I will be fired. The factory
doesn’t deal in excuses. It deals in numbers.

I walk towards the group of second-shift workers gathered by the manager’s office. Most
of them have a fountain drink—a Styrofoam cup filled with 32 ounces of ice and pop—to cool
them down in this 100-plus degree factory. As I stand at the back of the group, sweat pours down

my forehead and seeps through my Indiana High School State Championships wrestling t-shirt.
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The gray-haired second-shift supervisor stands in front of the fountain drink crew, wearing a red
t-shirt displaying the local liberal arts college from which he graduated. He dresses like he
doesn’t plan on getting dirty which says “something obvious about the distinction between
management and employee.”'* Other than these quick meetings at the beginning of the shift, I
rarely see him. Most of the time, he’s holed up like a groundhog in his air-conditioned office.

Before the meeting starts, a first-shift female supervisor — the only black person I’ve seen
in the factory — walks by and tells us, “Y’all be careful in this heat now. Stay hydrated.” I'm
reminded of my friend Steve’s story about his job last summer in which he spent each day in a
100-plus degree factory running back and forth to four different conveyor belts, unloading and
stacking fifty-pound boxes of kitty litter. Eight hours of sweating in a dirty factory every day
caused acne all over his back that became infected—blistering, oozing puss, and scabbing.

The meeting lasts about two minutes. The supervisor tells us we didn’t meet our numbers
yesterday and reminds us we need to pick up the pace, but to be cautious about the heat. As we
disperse, Debbie,” a veteran packaging line worker, pulls a head-cooling bandana out of her
small lunchbox and wraps it around her forehead. She lets out an “ahhhh” as the cold, gel-filled
red cloth chills her head. She has one of the dullest tasks in the factory: Unfold cardboard and
shape it into a box. Tape cardboard to keep shape of box. Remove light fixture from rack and
place in box. Tape box shut. Place label on box. Repeat. She is standing, reaching up to racks,
and bending over the assembly line eight hours a day for longer than I’ve been alive. She could
keep a chiropractor busy ‘til the cows come home.

Two decades of bending over an assembly line, lifting and welding heavy machinery left

my dad’s spine in need of surgical repair. The spinal surgeon stuck a nightmare-sized needle into

' Payne, 1996, p. 52.
' Pseudonyms have been used throughout this chapter except for the factory my dad works.
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dad before slicing open his lower abdominals and moving his stomach out of the way to access
the backbone. He cut out the grinded-down spinal disc and inserted two stainless steel plates and
an elastic pad.

My dad tells me, “I reckon one of these days my job’ll be replaced by a couple robots.
I’ve been loading the same car parts onto the same locating pins for so long I think I could
probably build one blindfolded. Your body and eyes has to be there but your mind don’t.” With
the metal disc wedged in between his vertebrae, my dad is one step closer to being a robot, which
is great news for his employer. But looking like a robot takes skill. These aren’t unskilled jobs
and not just anyone can do them (see Lucas, 2011). Debbie and my dad may make their work
look automatic, but that’s because they’re damn good at their job. I wonder if any of my
professors could last a day in the factory. Could their bodies handle it? Better yet, could their
minds handle it?

Dad works in a factory that looks like mine. At least the area in which I work. I’ve never
seen the entire plant. This isn’t college; there are no campus tours. My work area makes me
picture what the Skynet machine factory would look like in The Terminator if the cyborgs won
the war against the humans. “We got robots dancing everywhere son,” dad says. Concrete floor,
steel-crossbar ceiling, and walls covered in metallic pipes of all shapes and sizes. Bright,
industrial lights are spaced out across the ceiling like miniature suns in a manufacturing galaxy.
As I walk to my work-station, I dodge Jim, one of many workers zipping down concrete aisles
on forklifts. I nod my head at him and put my earplugs in to block out the repetitive noises of the
factory floor, which sound like a boring boxing match between robots. The tape machines on the
packaging line provide a constant drone that changes pitch when a cardboard box is put through.

Sounds of various machines scattered throughout the plant can be heard: the deafening industrial
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fans, the hydraulic noises of rack pulley systems, the high-pressure spray of a nozzle in the paint
area, and metal slamming against metal in the scrap area dumpsters.

Walking by the shipment supervisor’s small office window, I make eye contact with the
twenty-something, dark-haired female sitting in the air-conditioned room on a cushioned
computer chair. She glances at me with a blank expression before returning her attention to the
computer screen. Fuck you! Just keep sitting on your lazy ass, I mutter, pushing my safety
glasses back up towards my eyes, sweat dripping down my nose. Calm down, Nate. She’s just
doing her job. Most of the time she chats with Eric, a bald-headed, low-level manager. He told
me yesterday, “I got a Master’s in Journalism, but you see where it got me. Psssh. Worthless
degree.” That degree keeps you from getting any calluses on your hands, doesn’t it?

I put my rubber-coated work gloves on my clammy hands and pull my iPod Shuffle out
of my pocket. Listening to music is one of the ways I try to pass time on the job. Fifteen minutes
can feel like an hour in this place. Bustin’ ass sometimes makes the clock hand move faster.
Sometimes it doesn’t. Regardless of what I do to pass the time, the minutes stretch out like
pieces of Laffy Taffy. Too bad I’m not being paid for how much time I fee/ like I’'m working. I
pull my earplugs out, put the earbuds in and press play, drowning out the factory noise.

You can take this job and shove it

[ ain't workin here no more.

My job requires pushing and pulling lighting fixtures clipped to half-ton steel racks to
various parts of the factory. The racks are carried by a hoist and submerged into a series of tubs
with chemical treatments before being dried and lowered. The shift supervisor tells me to “be
careful” because the racks—1,000 pounds of steel—sometimes fall from the ceiling, when the

hoist malfunctions. I guess every job has its downfalls.
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My brother works at a brake pad factory down the road and I cringe when he tells me
about all the fingers lost in their machines. Last week a lady had her entire left arm fileted. It was
snagged in a machine she was cleaning and her skin just hung off the bone, giving her coworkers
a gross anatomy lesson. A guy working with my friend Steve had his entire foot ripped off by a
machine. After a prosthetic replacement he went back to the same place to drive a forklift.

I stand on both my real/ feet, waiting for the rack to lower to the floor. After the rack is
safely lowered, I use all my strength to pull it away from the wall. I shift my weight to stop the
momentum and rotate the back end around, like turning a steering wheel with no power steering
fluid. I dig my boots into the concrete floor and drive into the rack. Then the next one. And the
next one. And the...

The foreman, he’s a regular dog

The line boss, he’s a fool.

A hand tapping on my shoulder from behind interrupts Johnny Paycheck’s country
classic and I press the pause button. I whip around to a graphic t-shirt from Wal-Mart that has
“I’m with stupid” written on it and an arrow pointing at me. It's the supervisor who controls the
chemical tanks and inspection.

"Can’t play music,” he says as I take the ear buds out.

“Oh shit! Yeah. Sorry about that. I forgot,” I say, playing stupid. Maybe I wasn’t playing.

“And you hafta keep up with the racks. You need someone else to take over?" he says,
without any interest in my response. I shake my head, but he’s already walking away.

"Fuckin’ piece of shit," I mumble under my breath. Keep up? By all means, take my
fucking job. You couldn’t keep up with me. My job is the one assigned to temporary workers,

because no one wants to do it full-time. They give it to the “college boy,” which is what the
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workers usually call me. Someone to take over? Who? Who the fuck could possibly keep up with
my pace? For all the hate I have for this place, I realize from my reaction that I’ve taken pride in
being the best rack pusher in the plant, a pride I’d yet to even take in my school work.

Like father, like son. When a Subaru would drive by us on the Interstate, he’d say “Dad
made that car buddy.” He may have only been one assembler in a long line of assemblers, but
here he was connecting to the final product. There is dignity in doing your job well, regardless of
what that job is (see Lucas, 2011). However, who else acknowledges his efforts, or even his
pride? In a place like this dignity can be hard to maintain (see Crowley, 2014).

I make a thousand pound rack feel like an empty wheelbarrow as I push it down to the
inspection area and park it in front of the supervisor who just scolded me. He looks up from his
computer and I strangle his eyes with mine. I wish he could feel me jumping over his desk,
grabbing him by the hair and repeatedly slamming his face into the desk until he stops moving.
In my mind, blood splatters all over the spreadsheets in front of him. He quickly looks back to
his computer screen, hopefully seeing the violent scenario play out in my eyes. I leave the rack to
be inspected and walk back to my work area.

The supervisor sits at a desk while the workers he supervises check the reflectors. They
make sure the chemical tanks did their job and the chemical coating and color are okay.
Sometimes the reflectors spend too much time hanging out in the acid tank. After the inspection
the rack is left in the middle of the aisle for me to pull back down to my area where it’s retrieved
by other workers for the packaging line. From there, the reflectors are boxed, labeled, and
shipped off. There’s not much communication between us cogs. I kind of know what happens to
the reflectors right before I get them and kind of know what happens to them where I drop them

off, but that’s about it. I repeat this physically exhausting, mind-numbing task hour after hour,
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day after day. It’s like changing the same light bulb for eight hours every day and never getting
any closer to having it screwed on correctly. But unlike most the workers here, I have an end
date. Others do this their entire lives.

A bell rings signaling break time.

Walking out the side door into the sunshine, I take off my safety glasses and clip them to
the front of my wet t-shirt. Workers sit on picnic tables in the grass smoking cigarettes. It seems
I’m the only one on the entire shift not lighting up. Murph is sitting by himself reading an old
paperback novel and already lighting his second cigarette. On break he attacks the books and
cigarettes with equal intensity.

I walk over and sit at a table across from Jim, the forklift driver. I forget how exhausting
it is having a job that requires standing the entire shift until I sit down. My legs feel like anvils in
these heavy, steel-toe boots. Jim sits across from me quietly smoking an unfiltered Camel
cigarette. My back is stiff as a board so I stretch it out by hunching my shoulders and arching my
lower back like a pissed-off cat.

“Shooo. Cold in there ain’t it,” I say.

Jim ashes his cigarette, takes off his hat and wipes his sweaty brow with his sleeve.

“C’mon ‘leven o’ clock. Got a fishin’ pole and a six-pack sittin’ right by my front door.”

“Oh yeah. Whatchya fishin’ for?”

“Doin’ a little catfishin. This ol’ boy I know said he’s been catchin’ some big uns down
there south end of the crick. Figger’d I throw a line in and crack open a few cold ones.”

“Hey. Even a bad night fishin’ is better than any day in this shithole.”

Dale, a packaging line worker, sits down at the table with us and lights up a cigarette.

“Damn, you see that,” he says.
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Jim and I turn to see where Dale’s eyes are directed. A mid-20’s new female hire is
standing under the shade of a tree, fanning her sweat-glistened belly with the bottom of her shirt,
and exposing a purple rose tattoo on her hipbone.

“That looks like a two person job,” Jim says pretending to get up.

We laugh.

Before the bell rings to signal the end of our ten-minute break we walk back into the
warehouse sauna. On the way to my work-station I see Kenny, a “spider” at the factory. A spider
gathers cardboard and other materials workers need from ceiling-high shelves and delivers them
to the assembly line. Like a spider he traverses the web connecting various areas of the factory.
His name is shouted the entire shift. “Kenny, I need an FJ1!” or “Kenny, get me a 32 SSB!”

I overhear him teasing a newbie on the packaging line who asked for a few cardboard
boxes. “I ‘on’t see anything wrong with yer legs, boy,” he says with a grin.

Most of his teeth are missing and what’s left is corroded and brownish-black. His red-
scabbed face, gaunt frame, and teeth that look like they’ve been dipped in acid, are telltale signs
of a serious sweet tooth for methamphetamine. Kenny is a spider and a meth addict. I know
because I live in a town ravaged by the drug like a trailer park in a tornado.

“Y’all young’uns are tryin’ to work this ol” man into the ground,” he says, playfully
punching me on the shoulder as I walk by.

I wonder why there has been no intervention from the company when the addiction is
written all over Kenny’s body. Maybe because he shows up to work regularly, works hard and
gets along with others on the floor. He’s also one of the most upbeat workers on the shift,

smiling and joking. But damn, shouldn’t the company do something?
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When I get back to my work station, I discover there’s a problem with the chemical tanks
and they can’t send any new racks through until it’s fixed so I stand against a table watching the
packaging line workers do the robot with cardboard boxes. I know if my bosslady comes out of
her office and sees me standing over here like a dirty, sweaty mannequin, she’ll send me over to
the line until the racks are runnin’ again. Before she has a chance to look past all the hard-
workers at me, I sneak through the cardboard box aisle and down the stairs to the break room. I
grab a pencil and The Sugar Creek Scoop—the town’s daily newspaper—and walk to the men’s
room. I spend the next twenty minutes on the toilet with my jeans at my ankles filling out a
crossword puzzle. While I fill in boxes with letters, assembly line workers fill boxes with
lighting reflectors.

An hour later when the chemical tanks are fixed, I’'m parking another rack of shiny
aluminum when a group of four executives walk by wearing suits and ties. The leader of the
group points out different machines, showing the process used to create the lighting fixtures. As
they walk by the workers, pointing and discussing, I notice the executives are not talking with
the workers or even about the workers, but seem to be more interested in the machines.

Mary hurries out of the supervisor’s office where the blinds were closed and the door was
shut. She must have heard there were executives walking through our area today because this is
the first time I’ve seen her on the line. Mary, an older packaging line worker with a fake tan
covering her wrinkled skin, spends most of her time in that office. She quickly starts putting
boxes together making the rest of the workers—who’ve been working since the start of the
shift—look like they’re operating at half-speed.

I look back at these suits and ties. They aren’t even acknowledging the people building

the products that keep their wallets full. Do they think they re more valuable than us? Is this how
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my dad has been treated for the last two decades? Those goddamn...Calm down, Nate. They re
Jjust doing their jobs. Once the suits and ties are out of sight, Mary takes off her work gloves and
heads back to the supervisor’s office.

Another bell rings for the beginning of the thirty-minute lunch period. A few decide to go
to a fast food joint for dinner or the gas station up the road for a refill on cigarettes and fountain
pops. I join the small group of workers rushing down the aisle to the break room. As I walk, I
point my toes out and try not to let my thighs touch. A boil has formed and rubbed raw on the
inside of my left thigh from hours of them rubbing together, making me walk like I forgot to
wipe in the bathroom earlier. One of the Mexican workers in the paint area sees me walking
funny and we exchange smiles and a wave. As I walk in the break room door, a member of the
maintenance crew tells me, “If they’re gonna come over here and take all our jobs, ya figure the
least they could do is speak some goddamn English.” I think of all the things I want to say back
to him: Why are you mad at this worker? He’s bustin’ ass for the same shitty wages you are, or
even less. Be mad at the people hiring him who get paid outrageous salaries. But I nod my head
and don’t say anything. I suppose if [ was fired from the factory during a “downsizing” after
decades of hard work, and the company brought in more workers to replace me for cheaper
wages (as routinely happens in places like this), I might be a bit pissed too. Even if the anger is
pointed in the wrong direction, that doesn’t make it inauthentic, only misplaced.

I didn’t pack a lunch, so I decide on a chicken cordon bleu sandwich from the vending
machine. The $2.75 plastic-packaged sandwich doesn’t seem fancy enough to have the ‘e’ and
the “u’ switched. What the company should do is switch the ‘e’ and ‘u’ back and add ‘collar’ at

the end: A chicken cordon blue-collar sandwich.
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As I wait for my sandwich to warm up in the microwave, I watch Barney, Tony and the
maintenance guys chatting and eating lunchmeat sandwiches at their table. Everyone calls him
Barney because he looks like Barney Fife, the overly confident, easily duped deputy from The
Andy Griffith Show. Barney started working here a few months ago. He hitches a ride to work
from Tony every day because he doesn’t have a license. Unlike Barney Fife, who spent his life
placing people behind bars, Barney, a factory worker now in his 50’s, spent his life at bars and
sometimes behind bars. After way too many DUI’s, Barney lost his driver’s license for life. Even
though he’s a hard worker, without a license he’s had trouble keeping a steady job. He shifts
around from factory job to factory job after being let go for too many missed days. The guys at
the table laugh and shake their heads as Barney tells his story about the previous night at the strip
club, a story they’ve heard a time or two.

“My head hurts so bad ya woulda’ swore I spent the mornin’ listenin’ to my ex-wife.”

I shake my head and laugh. After the microwave dings, I take a bite of my sandwich and
burn my tongue, which is probably good considering the chicken looks and tastes like the
cardboard stacked on the wooden shelves outside the break room. Easing the kinks out of my
locked-up back and knees, I sit down slowly at a circular table with Brian, a mid-30’s assembly
line worker whose sister also works on the line. He wears a dirty Ford hat, and a t-shirt with the
sleeves cut off to show the tribal tattoo around his right bicep. He likes to speed his ‘89 Ford
Mustang through the parking lot every day, revving the engine. On the job, he’s nothing like
those displays of manhood. Instead, he works slowly, complaining about his back, the machine,
management, the company, anything really.

“Hey college boy, ju-hear that sumbitch CEO of ours made damn near seven million

dollars this year,” Brian says, referring to Vince Newman’s salary.

www.manaraa.com



81

“And they wanna tell us money’s tight round here,” I say. “Where’s our fuckin’ bonus?”

“None of ‘em gives a rat’s ass about us. Hell, my back’s been fucked up for a year and
they aint payin’ a goddamn dime. Bleeve that shit?” he says, standing up to leave and pulling a
pack of cigarettes out of his front shirt pocket.

“And I’1l tell ya sumpin else too,” he continues. “I’ve had it ‘bout up to here with this
mandatory overtime bullshit. What good’s the money if ya’ ain’t got any time to spend it?”

As Brian walks away I think about how hard I work to earn my nine bucks an hour.
Vince probably made nine bucks in the time it took Brian to get from his chair to the door. I
can’t help but think about my dad. As a reward for a profitable year at Subaru, my dad, an
assembly line worker, received a stock paper certificate. Vince gets an extra couple million
dollars; Dad gets a piece of paper. Reminds me of the time dad came home pissed saying, “they
give fifty thousand dollars to the goddamn Campbell City owl exhibit. Who you think made
them that money?”’

A piece of cheese clings to my chin as I eat my sandwich. I put the piece in my mouth,
wondering if the cheese was stacked by my stepdad, who works at a cheese factory in town. He
spends his shift stacking blocks of packaged cheese on wood pallets. He was let go from his
previous job at a book-publishing factory after 25 years of work. They downsized and machine
operators, like him, became dispensable. I throw the wrapper in the trash and leave the break
room with Vince and my family weighing heavy on my mind.

I rush back to my station before the second bell rings so I’'m not branded with a write-up.
For the next two hours it feels like the hands of the clock saw something scary in the future and
are trying to back away. Leaning against a steel beam waiting for the next rack to be lowered, I

can’t shake that number—seven million—from my head. My mind keeps moving back and forth
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from seven million to $2.13, my mom’s hourly wage—without tips—waitressing at a family-
owned restaurant a few years ago. I disregard company policy and put in my earphones.

I think about my mom arriving home late at night from work after a ten-hour shift,
exhausted and carrying a stack of bills. I remember her taking off her shoes, Band-Aids falling
off her heels and revealing ripped-open pink blisters. “It was a slow night,” she’d say, tears
welling up. Slow nights mean few tips. Her $2.13 hourly wage was going to have to be enough
to help her pay rent, electric bills, car insurance, gas, and groceries for her and two boys with
voracious appetites. “Had a six-top that bitched the whole time. First they wanted the Ranch in a
cup, not on the salad; then they thought the food was taking too long; then the steak was too done
and the fries were too cold; then they wanted me to give all of ‘em a discount ‘cuz of how long
the food took. I ran back and forth for an hour with a smile on my face and they only left three
bucks between all of ‘em.”

I wonder what Vince’s parents were like. Did they read to him when he was younger?
Did they go on vacations? Did they ask him about his homework and help him with college? 1 fill
in the answers to these questions. Blame doesn’t work well with empathy and I don’t have the
energy to take Vince’s perspective. Do his children go to private schools? 1 yank the steel carts
around at a rapid pace. Has he ever worked in a factory? Does he think his job is more important
than Debbie’s? 1 jerk and shove the racks to their next destination.

One of these days I’'m gonna blow my top

And that sucker, he’s gonna pay

My fast pace catches the attention of the assembly line workers. They don’t look happy

because the faster I work, the faster the racks get to them and the faster they’re supposed to
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package them. A hand taps me on the shoulder and I whip around to see the same supervisor who
scolded me earlier.

“Hey, I thought I already told you?” he says as I take my ear buds out. My jaw is
clenched so tight I’'m afraid my teeth might crack under the pressure.

“Sorry. I forgot.”

“Don’t let me see ‘em in again or you’re gettin’ a write up,” he says, turning away. |
don’t explode. I don’t argue. I just keep my mouth shut.

I put the iPod in my pocket and feel myself taking on my dad’s rage. He wakes up at
4:30 a.m. and goes to a job he hates every day. From the moment he punches the time clock until
the moment he punches the time clock again, he is told where to be, what to do and how to do it.
His managers, often college graduates who don’t have a lick of factory experience, tell him to
work faster and bring home bigger paychecks. There is rarely dialogue or catharsis, just the slow
buildup of words unsaid and emotions unexpressed. His anger, which he can’t afford to express
at work, used to combust at home (see Petry, 1946). In a job ruled by commands, conformity,
and discipline (Zweig, 2004), it’s no wonder he parented the way he did, turning to “because I
said so” and spankings to teach my brother and me.

I wonder if my dad would have told my boss to take the write up and shove it up his ass,
like my uncle Jerry told his boss before he walked out. My parents taught me not to take any shit
off anyone. If you’d been wronged or mistreated, you stand up for yourself. Yet, here [ am
obeying authority, not getting loud or angry.

I hurry over to the time clock right as the bell rings with a big smile stretched across my

sweaty face. I swipe my ID and understand why there is a smile on the card: this is what I look
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like leaving work. I continue through the parking lot toward my car as Brian speeds by revving
his Mustang’s engine.
Rolling Downbhill

I consider the characters I write about to be complicated and contradictory people. I try
not to split the world into dichotomies — black and white, bosses and workers, but in the sticky
heat of the summer night shift, rage sometimes blinds me from seeing the gray area. I’'m not
always empathetic or reflexive. I’'m sure as hell not perfect. When writing I push toward
empathy, toward understanding the webs of meanings these characters are spinning and
suspended in. How do I present a story that does not stereotype, that does not in some way flatten
and simplify lived experience? I admit that anger seems to hover over my story like a nasty

storm cloud, but I want you to feel how the “slow burn of relational conflict”'®

and systemic
oppression can set your blood on fire and sometimes it feels like the only way to put it out is
ignite rage like a fuse until it explodes.

“I push that rock up the hill and just when it gets to the top the boss kicks it back down,”
my dad tells me. My parents, Debbie, Jim, Kenny, Brian and others continue to perform the same
task every working hour. The Gods — Greek, Roman, American Capitalist — view “Labor...as an
unfortunate by-product of the serious business of making money and collecting status
rewards...only losers are the materially productive” (Dews & Law, pg. 305). Henry Ford’s name
is on cars, trucks and SUV’s around the world. He gets recognition for work he didn’t do.
Where’s the recognition for the assembly line workers who build these vehicles?

This insane system known as the assembly line is designed to deny individuality and

eliminate self-worth. Do you ever wonder who built the car you drive? Do you think

' Keith Berry, personal communication, 2013.
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about the personal toll it extracts from those individuals who spend the best years of their

lives in a hot, dirty, boring, dehumanizing factory? (Hamper, 1992, p. xiv).

But Camus tells us “one must imagine Sisyphus happy.” Sisyphus is defiantly happy
because he is aware that to live is to suffer, and there is no kind of work or way of living that
escapes this suffering. Pushing a boulder up a hill is no less absurd or meaningful than standing
in front of a classroom, sitting at the head of a corporate board meeting, or writing a novel. The
work itself — pushing a boulder up a hill, welding front axles, mopping floors, grading papers —
can be its own joy and reward, and deserves equal respect for the pride and dignity each worker
gives to the job and the impact of their work in our lives.

Still this is not the life I want. I can’t do factory work for the rest of my life. Sorry
Sisyphus, but I’d let that rock roll right on top of me. I can’t handle the repetition, authority, and
devaluing of workers. After working here for a summer, I don't know how anyone who works in
a place likes this isn’t consumed by rage. I’d need a release: drugs, violence, somebody else to

hate...anything to soothe the pain and self-hatred.
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CHAPTER FIVE:

MANCHESTER MENTORS

I start my second year of Manchester with a new laptop I purchase from the money I
earned at the factory. I live in the same dorm with my new roommate, Austin. He is quiet and
clean. I am obnoxiously loud and keep a once-a-semester laundry schedule.

Austin and me have lots of conversations about our futures. He is having doubts about
becoming a science teacher. His heart is just not in it. His passion is art. He eventually changes
his major from science education to art. What I didn’t know prior to my convincing him to
change his major was that being the roommate of an art major means you spend a lot of time
modeling. My face earns him a lot of A’s in his Drawing classes. And I earn them too. Do you
know how difficult it is to be completely still for twenty minutes?

My favorite times with Austin are the early morning trips to the cafeteria: eating
breakfast, drinking coffee, and reading the newspaper. We become best friends, which means the
banter never stops. He keeps me from going to sleep every night by turning the TV volume full
blast, leg pressing my bed from his bottom bunk, and reaching up to the top bunk and pulling my
blankets off my bed. Then I climb down for a 2 a.m. wrestling match where I take my blankets,
his blankets, the remote, and sometimes his whole mattress and throw it in the hallway. We
eventually make amends by agreeing to drive to Hardee’s and buy each other 99-cent chicken

sandwiches. We also enjoy teasing our neighbor and best friend, Carl.
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Despite having several alarm clocks, one of which is hooked up to his bed and shakes it
like an earthquake, Carl has trouble waking up in the mornings, so he hires Austin and me to
wake him up every morning in exchange for Adderall. Being the mature adults we are, Austin
and me find great joy in waking this bear out of hibernation. We charge into his room, rip off his
blankets, attack him with pillows, and throw books and hangers at him. He wakes up furious,
jumping out of bed to attack us, but we sprint back to our room and lock the door, laughing
ourselves to tears. This is our morning ritual. One time we even manage to set up a camera and
tripod in Carl’s room to record the ritual. We have several good laughs showing it to Carl later.

I change my major to English and enroll in Intro to Literary Studies, Creative Writing,
and Journalism. Really I don’t think too much about what job I’ll get although this seems to be
the question my family asks: What are you going to do with that major? What do you want to
be? Maybe I’ll be a journalist? I don’t know or care. I just love writing, getting the chance to be
clever, to scream, “Hey! Look at me!” on the page (Orwell, 1946).

I’m not as drawn to the writing I get in my Creative Writing or Literary Studies classes. It
feels too neat, too distant, and often too pretentious. I want to see a human being struggling to
figure things out on the page. I don’t want abstract art for the sake of abstract art. I may not have
been able to express it this way then but I had “reality hunger” (Shields, 2010). I am craving
something raw and real, something that touches me where I live, and doesn’t really care about
what genre it falls into.

In some ways, I feel journalism fulfills my reality hunger more than my other writing
classes. We are writing about real people with real problems and real feelings. Creative writing
often feels like it is too much about craft and not enough about truth. But I play the academic

game, writing how I think I’m supposed to write, trying hard to be someone I’'m not. I also
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hadn’t yet internalized the idea of writing as labor. Everything I turn in is a shitty first draft
(Lamott, 1994). The idea of working at a piece of writing over time, continually refining it,
hadn’t occurred to me. I fail time and time again in wrestling and my workouts, yet I remain
determined and disciplined and keep at it to become better, a philosophy I hadn’t applied to my
writing. Not yet.

Judd Case And The Learning Bug

In our Journalism class, we write stories for the school newspaper, The Oak Leaves. Each
week our professor assigns us a story. If written well, the story is edited and appears in the
newspaper distributed to student mailboxes on Friday.

One of my assignments is to interview a new professor in the Communication
department, Judd Case. Judd is a tall, lanky guy with a quiet voice. He’s proudly a geek, into
chess, comics, Buffy, and anything new media. During our interview, he tells me he is teaching a
class called “Video Games and Virtual Identity” in January, where we will get the chance to play
video games as homework. Sign me up!

I naively assume we would just play video games. We did play games but we also read
stuff like this:

“It is against the background of the discussion about ontological status and the

flexabilization of human identity that Ricoeur presents his theory of narrative identity.

Riceour takes Heidegger’s notion of the existential self as his starting point, but he

implicitly criticizes Heidegger for sticking to Descartes’ immediate positing of the ‘1.’

Unlike Descartes and Heidegger, Ricoeur does not believe that we have immediate access

to the self in introspection or phenomenological intuition” (de Mul, 2005, p. 253).
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Names are dropped. Long words are used, and sentences are in a seemingly different
language. These authors sound smart and I feel dumb. It’s almost like the people here speak a
different language than my family. Throughout high school and now here at Manchester, I
became familiar with the feeling of being “corrected,” of being told my language, my family’s
language, is wrong, or in poor taste. In school, I am told to speak a certain way — “proper”
English — but that’s not how my family talks.'” Teachers take my ideas and put them in their
words, words my family and me never say. These words aren’t better. They are less descriptive
and more abstract. These words confuse me and don’t make me feel like the words my family
uses and the stories they tell.

I miss blue-collar language, its roughness and lack of pretense.'® The blue-collar voice
can be a profane voice. Obscenities are said not just out of a total lack of sophistication, but to
make a point, or because we’re pissed off, or sometimes just *cause it’s dirty fun” (Saldana,
2014, p. 977)." The academic pose I sometimes read here involves an onslaught of
unintelligible sentences and big words that seem to have more to do with status than
communicating ideas (Badley, 2015). I feel bullied by the author.

During one class period, Judd sets up a chessboard at the front of the room. The class

splits into two groups and lines up on either side of the board to play each other. I don’t

17 “Working-class language conflicts with the language students are expected to use in school.
Working-class students quickly learn that their and their parents’ language is incorrect. This
labeling [implies] they and their parents are incorrect” (Peckham, 1995, 271).

'8 Barney Dews (1995) writes, “I long to write and read scholarly essays that sound like my sister
when whe’s talking — my sister who lives in a trailer house a few miles from my parent’s house
and continues to talk the way I use to talk, the way I often wish I still did, the way that feels
honest...If I take a few deep breaths, then type as fast as I can, I outrun the academic censor and
write something my sister and a colleague might understand. But if I go too slowly, I end up
thinking too much and my sister gets lost” (p. 335).

¥ Kovacovic (1995) writes, “At Ace Metal Refinishers, I would have simply exorcised my anger
about unfair treatment with a cathartic ‘Fuck ‘em’ but I have forgotten how to speak so clearly
since learning the polite, prudent, articulate, obfuscating language of the university” (p. 244).
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remember what the particular lesson is about, but it does reinvigorate my passion for chess. I
help Judd start the Chess Club and play a simul game against female Grandmaster Susan Polgar
who visits campus to talk about gender and chess.

At least once a week he brings the boards to the Oaks dining area and we wage war over
the checkered battlefield. I am never quite able to overcome his French Defense though. He also
brings along his five-year-old son, Gabriel, who I play, and nearly lose to. His wife, Joanne,
occasionally joins to watch.

Judd often grades by the fireplace in the Oaks. I spend several hours a week chatting with
him about a wide range here. One time we talk for hours about our families. He talks about his
dad’s job as an airport director and I talk my dad’s assembly line job. He listens to me discuss
my emotions about being the first in my family to go to college.

When I needed a subject for my art class photography project, I ask him and he is happy
to help. I drag him all over campus to snap some great photos and he never complains and makes
sure I am completely satisfied with the photos before moving on.

Throughout my first class with him, I struggle to understand the ideas but work hard,
studying and restudying for the exams, memorizing study guide answers, even if I don’t
completely understand what they mean. On my last assignment, Judd writes, “Superb, Nate. It
has been such a pleasure to have you in class. I hope we can do this again!” one of the first times
I recall receiving a compliment for my academic work. I commit to being a lifelong learner. I
change my major to Communication and take every class Judd offers.

He opens my eyes to new ways of observing the world. Until I took a class with Judd I
understood communication as people speaking to each other verbally, nonverbally or through

different forms of media. My understanding of communication is radically changed in Judd's
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Telecommunication class. He is once again drilling the Sender-Message-Channel-Receiver
model into our heads, four letters that would come to haunt my dreams. He is trying to help us
understand how the world could be understood in terms of messages sent through channels to
receivers. It's a simple model but a great introduction to understanding the world through a
communication lens. Judd tells us a story about how we could understood war as
communication, how the Atomic Bomb could be understood as the channel through which the
United States sent a message of their military power to Japan. This anecdote was like an
epiphany for me. Any phenomena can be understood as messages sent between senders and
receivers, meaning I could study anything in communication.

School starts feeling meaningful and even fun, not like a chore. I still feel inadequate in
class, like the other students know something I don’t. But I have a new mentor who believes in
me. I begin staying after classes, chatting with professors and building relationships, and finish
the semester on the Dean’s List. As I finish the semester I start noticing other differences
between Manchester and my hometown — hands.

Class As Embodied

Class writes itself in and on our bodies.

My dad’s hands offer a fleshy slice of working-class life. His palms are callused from a
lifetime of “fixing things.” A big, juicy vein runs down his forearm toward his knuckles where it
weaves through a network of veins. His hands need all this blood to lift large block engines and
squeeze a welding gun eight hours a day. His fingernails have oil caked so deep no amount of
washing can get rid of it. One fingernail is bruised a dark purple, smashed at work, and the sides

of his fingers are stained dark yellow, from three decades of holding Marlboros.
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Here at Manchester, I see different hands. My professors’ hands are smooth, fingernails
trimmed, and other than the occasional smear of chalk or ink, these hands look clean. No matter
how messy or tough the ideas they work with, when their job is finished there’s no calluses or
dirt to show for it. Neither my parents’ nor my professor’s hands fully satisfy me. My parent’s
hands are missing the chalky intellectual labor and my professor’s hands are missing the tough
physical labor. I want a combination of both those hands: blue-collar and scholar.

Working With Jeri

The following summer I work at a steel scrapyard in my hometown. I spend the day at a
conveyor belt sifting through pieces of dirty steel for copper. I save money to pay for a portion of
tuition and fees. My friend, Jerrod spends the summer working at a medical supply company in
Norway, a place his mom partnered with to write a book about simulation in nursing education.
The previous summer he worked at Rolls Royce, his dad’s workplace.

Before the fall semester begins, I am hired as Manchester’s public relations assistant, one
of the most coveted student jobs. I get to write news releases for Manchester’s website, and
feature stories for the alumni magazine. I also photograph events, network with alumni, help
with news conferences, and communicate with college administrators on a daily basis.

My first week back on campus I am already hard at work in the PR office. My boss, Jeri
Kornegay, a 60-year old with 30-plus years in the newspaper business, assigns me to write a
news release about a war journalist visiting campus. I finish the news release Friday afternoon
and leave it on Jeri’s desk for her to see when she comes to work early Monday morning.

That night, I chug a fifth of vodka in about ten minutes and go with friends to a campus
dance. The only dance move I do is the face plant. I wake up the next day in a hospital to a nurse

saying, “You’re lucky. You could have died last night.” I don’t feel lucky, especially when a
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police officer walks into the room and takes me to jail, tears streaming down my cheeks. I find
out from the officer that I was arrested on campus last night with a .35 BAC, enough to put me in
a coma. My first week on the job and I’ve managed to almost drink myself to death and like any
good PR guy, give the school free press...in the police blotter.

My biggest lesson is yet to come. Monday afternoon I walk into Jeri’s office for a
meeting with the door shut. Shame seeps out of every pore on my body during the half-hour
tongue-lashing. “And a damn fine job on the Kevin Sites news release,” she says right when I
think she is going to tell me to pack my stuff and get out of there. She doesn’t fire me.

I made a mistake. A stupid, Stupid, STUPID mistake. But she forgave me. She helps me
realize I’'m not an idiot (even if that mistake was idiotic) and that I have the potential to do
something good with my life. Forgiveness can be one of the hardest things to give, but thank you
Jeri for giving it, because your generosity changed my life. Of course this isn’t the only mistake I
make over our next two years working together, but it is certainly the most significant.
Forgetting to turn the coffee pot off overnight could have turned into a more significant mistake,
but luckily the only thing burned was the coffee. Wearing a highly unfashionable hat while
speaking at a televised news conference turns out to be a good mistake for Jeri, because it gives
her ammo for humorous insults. This is one of my favorite parts about working with Jeri, the
banter between us. Lord knows how many times she wants to staple my mouth shut (my mouth is
too strong for tape), but we are open and forthright with each other, the staple — pardon me — of
any good working relationship. She is a walking, breathing lesson in communication.

By my second semester on the job, Jeri is giving me tasks a seasoned PR professional

typically does. I write several fundraising stories for the campus magazine and learn more about
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writing from Jeri than I do from any class I’ve ever taken. She teaches me that writing is like any
other kind of labor. It’s hard work and failure is just a part of the process.

Just when I’'m sitting up on my high horse feeling like I’'m Stephen King, she drops off
the draft of fluffy crap I just gave her, and lets me know about half of that oh so good writing can
leave the page. Remove all-efthe-unnecessary words. Pull every single-damn weed and leave the
pretty flowers. That’s what three-plus decades in the newspaper business will do to you.

I also become a mentor for first-generation, first year students at Manchester as part of a
grant-funded program. This is one of the first times I hear the term ‘first-generation college
student’ and realize I am part of a larger community of students who share similar struggles.

That summer I write an op-ed for the second largest newspaper in Indiana about recent
cutbacks in funding for Indiana colleges, drawing on my own lived experiences:

The stated mission of the State Student Assistance Commission of Indiana is to make
college affordable for all Indiana students. Yet recently, the commission announced a 31 percent
reduction in state financial aid for Indiana students. Something doesn’t match up here.

I’'m a senior communication studies major at Manchester College, a private liberal arts
college in northern Indiana. The financial aid I receive from the state is crucial to my ability to
attend college.

I am the first person in my family to attend college. Because both of my parents have low-
income jobs and poor credit histories, I'm left with paying the remainder of the tuition, housing
and fees that my financial aid doesn’t cover. While I receive wonderful support from my family,
they simply can’t afford to pay my college expenses.

For three consecutive summers, I have labored in construction, a factory, and a steel mill

to pay for my college expenses. Because I must pay my own way, I am making every dollar
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count: I am consistently on the dean’s list; I've already completed three internships; and I['ve
been a member of the wrestling team and several organizations and clubs. And during the school
year, I hold a campus job.

1 am already borrowing the maximum amount allowed in government loans, which still
doesn’t come close to covering all my expenses. This means I have to seek out alternative loans.
Because both my parents earn a low income and have poor credit histories, they are unable to
co- sign a private education loan for me.

Fortunately, I convinced a dear relative to co-sign the loan, putting tremendous pressure
on that person, who is retired and on a fixed income. What about students who can’t find
someone to co-sign a loan?

Other students I know face a similar dilemma. I don’t have any statistics, but I'm
guessing a lot of people reading this can relate. Many students who qualify for SSACI funding
have parents or guardians unable to co-sign a loan because of their own financial troubles.

And what happens when students do find someone to co-sign a private education loan
(which has a sky-high variable interest rate)? The students will graduate from college buried
knee-deep in debt and often must begin payments within six months of graduating. It’s difficult to
begin payments while looking for a job at a time when almost 15 million people have lost their
jobs.

As a 21st Century Scholar and recipient of need-based Frank O’Bannon Grants, I have
been dealt a serious blow by the decision to reduce the caps on financial aid. The SSACI
Commission has decided to reduce individual state aid because of a dramatic increase in

applicants for state aid this year. This means less money per student coupled with higher tuition
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rates. In essence, the SSACI is making college less affordable to all Indiana students,
contradicting its very mission.

1 just received my fall tuition bill, and not surprisingly, the amount I owe after financial
aid is more than last year — much more. I lost more than $3,400 in state aid this year as did
thousands of other Indiana students. So now what do I do?

Hopefully, the money I earn from my summer job will pay my Fall school bill, but what
about my Spring bill? It’s either drop out of school or take out another loan, thus tacking on
more debt.

1 often hear students talk about packing on the “Freshman Fifteen” extra pounds, but [
think students should be more worried about packing on the “Four-Year Financial” pounds,
which are far more depressing.

Language And Thought

My senior year I enroll in a class called “Language and Thought.” I experience a
paradigm shift in my way of thinking about the world this semester. The ideas in the class “drove
me sane” (Kodish & Kodish, 1993). My professor, Mary Lahman, is a graduate of Manchester
College. She took the class in 1982 when it was taught by Paul Keller, who studied General
Semantics with Irving Lee at Northwestern University. Professor Lahman said this class changed
her life. Manchester College President, Jo Young Switzer, also a graduate of Manchester and
Communication professor, took this class as a student and later taught it, saying it was one of the

most influential courses she ever took.
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The class is rooted in General Semantics®’, which explores how we transform our life
experiences into language and thought. We learn about the subtle, yet critical distinctions
between what happens in our lives and how we talk about what happens. We also explore the
interpersonal and organizational problems created by unexamined attitudes toward language. The
goal of the class is to recognize our patterns of miscommunication in everyday life,
understanding the contributing factors, and develop effective language strategies for correcting
these problems and delaying our evaluations in our interactions with others.

The field of General Semantics was introduced by Polish-American independent scholar,
Alfred Korzybski with his books Manhood of Humanity (1921) and Science and Sanity (1933).
Korzybski studied engineering and mathematics and was fluent in four languages. Wounded in
World War One while serving in the Russian Calvary, he understood the devastating effects of
human cruelty despite increased scientific knowledge and technological advancement.

Korzybski argued that human knowledge is limited by the human nervous system and the
languages humans develop. He argues that no one can have direct access to reality, because what
we know is filtered through the brain’s response to reality, what he calls abstractions. Our senses
are not suited to see the world at the process-level, the constant changing microscopic and
submicroscopic levels of existence. Instead we perceive the world as “things” like static objects.
His goal, and the goal of general semantics, is to make people aware of their abstractions. He

introduced the now famous phrase, “the map is not the territory,” meaning the word is not the

%% General Semantics has fallen out of favor and been superseded by social construction in the
Communication discipline although the National Communication Association hosts a lecture
from the Institute of General Semantics each year at the national conference. Korzybski’s work
is “a forerunner of contemporary theory and scholarship in language studies, neuroscience,
cognitive science, applied psychology, sociology, cybernetics and systems theory,
communication studies, media literacy, and media ecology” (Anton & Strate, 2012, p. 9).
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same as the thing that it names. The language we use to describe something is not the same as the
thing being described (Korzybski, 1933).

Korzybski argued that what separates humans from other forms of life is our capacity to
bind time. We are able to capture and store knowledge and pass it on from one generation to the
next, to build on previous generations. He believed that scientists were the most effective time-
binders and “put forth a utopian vision of society governed and administered by scientists, one
where the scientific method applied to all aspects of human life, for the greater good of all”
(Anton & Strate, 2012, p. 10-11).

Korzybski was famous for his engaging lectures. During one particular lecture he was
giving to a group of students, he muttered something about being hungry and stopped to retrieve
a packet of biscuits wrapped in white paper from his briefcase. He asked a few students in the
front row if they want one. Several obliged, chewing vigorously. "Nice biscuit, don't you think,"
said Korzybski, tearing the white paper to reveal the original packaging: a big picture of a dog's
head and the words, "Dog Cookies." Two students ran out of the lecture hall to the toilet. He
said, "You see, | have demonstrated that people don't just eat food, but also words, and that the
taste of the former is often outdone by the taste of the latter." (Alfred Korzybski, n.d.).

In another lecture, Korzybski told a story to a group of highly regarded scientists about an
L.Q. test that was being played among people at the gathering as a kind of party game. He said
those who he regarded as most gifted did the worst on the test because they considered the
ambiguities of the questions and tended to not respond as quickly with the “correct answer. He
says that the emphasis on the “right” answer, on verbal definitions and labels that often gets
rewarded in life and school may actually work against learning from experience (Kodish &

Kodish, 1993, p. 161).
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Korzybski believed that paying greater attention to the nonverbal world helps us notice
the differences between our maps and our territories, our words and our worlds. He advocates
sensory awareness and semantic relaxation similar to mindfulness and meditation techniques. He
believed by paying greater “attention to our own nonverbal functioning we achieve a greater
sense of our own roles as map-makers” (Kodish & Kodish, 1993, p. 104).

“For your final projects, you will create a website addressing the patterns of
miscommunication occurring within a specific context, the contributing factors that leads to
these problems, and correctives for addressing the problems,” Professor Lahman says. “But
before I give you time to brainstorm the topic for your website, let’s review the patterns of
miscommunication.” She passes around a handout to each student:

Miscommunication Patterns (adapted from Haney, 1992)

1. Bypassing occurs when we talk past one another, missing each other’s meanings by
assuming the same words have the same meanings for others, or when we use different
words to represent the same things. Sometimes bypassing is deliberate.

a. Double bypassing: language constructed to disguise or distort meaning.
i. Gobbledygook (jargon, technical terms, nonsense)

1. “akind of smoke-screen communication...more calculated to
obscure than to inform” (Haney, 1992, p. 288). When people are
unsure what they’re saying or afraid of how their ideas will be
received they may cloud their writing in jargon.

b. Correctives
i. Be person-minded, not word-minded.
ii. Be sensitive to contexts.
iii. Ask questions and put speakers statements into your own words.
iv. Delay a day.

2. Allness is dogmatic, unqualified, categorical, close-minded thinking and communication
in which you assume it is possible to know everything about something and what you’re
saying includes all that is important about the subject. Part of our craving for certainty.

a. Contributing factors
i. Unaware of our abstractions, assuming we have covered it all.
ii. Unaware that we are abstracting different details.

1. “It’s impossible to reason a man out of something he has not been
reasoned into” (Haney, 1992, p. 326).

iii. Evaluate a group on the unconscious assumption that our experience with
one or a few members holds for all.
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iv. Being closed off to the new or different, losing or suppressing our ability
to learn and grow psychologically.

b. Correctives

i. Deep conviction you can never know or say everything about anything.

ii. Recognize you inescapably abstract.

iii. Make a habit of adding etceteras.

iv. Ask yourself if you have an “all-wall?” (Am I closing myself off?)

3. Stereotyping is the failure to recognize differences, variations, nuances, and
overemphasizing similarities.

a. Contributing factors

i. Hardening of the categories (our categorizations become unyielding).
“Some persons are terribly uneasy until they tack on a label” (p. 363).

ii. Self-serving emotions (tendency to displace one’s unwanted emotions (ex.
fear/anger) on a group easily identifiable by race, religion, political party,
or lifestyle deviating from society’s norm.

iii. Language structure (abundance of generic nouns and verbs).

b. Correctives

i. Be sensitive to differences (the more we discriminate among, the less we
discriminate against).

ii. Internalize premise of uniqueness.

4. Polarization involves going to extremes, creating false dichotomies, and dealing with
situations in either-or contradictory terms.

a. Plight of the moderate: “The more divided a society becomes, the more difficult it
is to remain temperate...you can’t criticize anything without having it supposed
that you favor the opposite extreme” (p. 390).

b. America’s polarization: “Our nation’s vitality has historically been its inability
and unwillingness to self-examine, to adjust, to evolve...It compels the fearful to
turn to authority, however oppressive, for security...Fear is the fundamental
means of control” (p. 391).

c. Vicious pendulum effect: When two groups address a given issue, get heated and
become even more polarized and rigid. Both think they know reality and thus are
threatened by others who make similar assumptions.

1. “Underlying this threat is fear. Anger, profanity, physical threats, and
violence notwithstanding, the primary emotion is fear of loss of contact
with reality. One’s usual response to fear, real or unfounded, is defense —
often an overreaction” (p. 391-392).

d. Contributing factors

1. Neglecting the middle ground (not seeing shades of grey)

ii. Easier and quicker to think in terms of dichotomies.

iii. Conditioning (we’ve been taught to believe there are only two sides to
every story). Complete these dichotomies. After you’re finished try filling
in the gradational terms between them.

1. Good---
2. True---
3. Guilty---

iv. Two-sided either/or questions.
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e. Correctives
1. Specify the degree.
ii. Test if the contrary is actually either/or.
iii. Remember controversial issues are usually complex. Our perceptions of
such issues are programmed by prior experiences.
iv. Getrid of “I know reality” fallacy
1. Try role reversal (express other’s points of view).
2. Label your opinions, feelings, and value judgments.
3. Instead of “is” use “appears to me to be.”
4. Resist absolutes.
5. Frozen evaluation involves failing to differentiate the way a person, place, situation, and
thing changes over time.
a. “Laws, rules, and regulations are an area rife with the premise of permanence” (p.
427). Even our Constitution has been amended 27 times.
b. Contributing factors
1. Subtle changes are so gradual we fail to notice them.
ii. Tolerance for change is uncomfortable.
iii. Language fails to specify time.
c. Correctives
i. Internalize change as inevitable and keep evaluations up to date.
ii. Administer change (involve other people in planning; use feedback so
people can express resistance; make sure people understand reasons/goals
for change).

After internalizing Korzybski’s ideas, I fall into analysis paralysis, deconstructing
everything to the point where I can barely write and annoying any friends I have left to the point
that they want to paralyze my vocal chords. I am assigned a paper to write in intercultural
communication about an aspect of my identity and I can’t do it because I have trouble believing
that identities (static sets of characteristics) actually exist, and even if they did I could never
possibly describe mine because words are inadequate.

I go to Professor Lahman’s office hours. She is excited that I’m taking to the ideas, as
almost any teacher would be. But she doesn’t understand why I feel so paralyzed and I can’t
complete the assignment. I tell her it doesn’t even make sense to me anymore. The only way I’'m
able to complete the assignment is by writing an addendum that I attach to the original

assignment:
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How can you know me when I don’t know myself?

1 can’t know everything I am and I'm not everything I think I am. What does this mean?
Let’s look at the first premise: I can’t know everything I am.

When you look at an apple, what do you see? Duh! An apple, right? Well, have you ever
looked at an apple and thought, “That’s not just an apple. That’s also a seed which produced a
tree, which produced a fruit that turned yellow, then red, then was picked and sold in a market
where it was bought by me, cut up in small pieces, covered in caramel, chewed, swallowed,
digested in my stomach, turned into feces, flushed down the toilet through sewer pipes until it
reached a designated wetland where it fell out onto the land and was decomposed by
microorganisms for food. Those microorganisms were eaten by larger microorganisms, which
died, decomposed and so on. The point is: An apple is not an apple. It is a process.

The apple never stops changing. If you look at an apple one second and then look at it a
second later, it is no longer the same apple. On the submicroscopic level (electrons, protons,
neutrons), it has decomposed, grown or altered in some way. What this means is we live in a
world of processes, not a world of things. And this doesn’t just apply to apples, it applies to the
entire universe and all that is in it, including humans. This means no human is the same as
another human and no human ever remains the same. We can never experience exactly what
someone else experiences and we never experience the exact same thing more than once.

By labeling something as a thing, we are saying the thing itself exists, when in fact, it
doesn’t. What we call a “thing” should be understood as a process of constantly moving
subatomic particles. We can’t experience them with our senses but they re always there. This
means we can never actually experience reality (or the process world) and this also means we

can’t rely on our senses. Therefore, whatever we experience is not reality. If we can’t experience
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reality and can’t possibly know everything about reality, we can’t possibly know what we
actually are. By identifying ourselves, we are limiting ourselves to a certain set of criteria and
leaving everything else that we are out.

As human beings, we search for structure and order by creating meaning out of our
experiences. Our language allows us to do that. In fact, it’s all we have to describe our
experiences and make sense of them. Our language is a necessary, yet inaccurate tool for
making meaning out of our experiences. Language creates a sense of similarity and connection
where there is none. But language is all we have and we have to find a way to use it efficiently.

Identities require a static set of characteristics. The world is dynamic, not static. We are
identifying ourselves as some thing that doesn’t actually exist, at least as we describe it.
Therefore, we are not everything we think we are.

I am transformed by this class, which gives me a new vocabulary for expressing how I’ve
been socialized.

Grad School And The Switzers

In my senior year, I decide to apply to six graduate schools: Illinois, Purdue, lowa,
Northwestern, Nebraska, UMass-Ambherst. I apply to the Ph.D. programs of several of these
schools, an idiotic and expensive move given the application, transcript, and GRE fees for each
school. I pay the GRE fees twice because I perform poorly the first time and retake it.

President Switzer and Dave, her husband and my professor/advisor, treat me graciously.
At the beginning of the school year, they gave me a thousand dollars to help pay for my study
abroad trip to Italy and Greece, my first time flying on an airplane and leaving the country. By
the time Jerrod graduates he’s already logged more than a half-million miles in an airplane,

traveled to more than twenty countries, and backpacked across Europe.
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When I tell my dad I’'m traveling to Italy and Greece, his response is, “there’s a lot of bad
stuff going on over there. You can get yourself killed.” I tell him there’s bad stuff going on
everywhere and ask him if he ever wants to travel. He says, “I got everything I need right here,
son. There’s no place like home.” He’s never left the country and has spent most of his life in
Crawfordsville, Indiana. Just before I leave, I receive an email from the Dean of Students letting
me know Jo And Dave Switzer had deposited $1,000 into my travel account. They also leave a
small travel bag with toiletries and cash in my campus mailbox.

I have people who believe in me and invest their time and money in my success. The only
place I had that in high school was Coach Welliever and I poured everything into wrestling. I
receive the Paul Keller scholarship award for top Communication major. I start feeling like a real
scholar.

I enroll in a Senior Research Project class with Dave Switzer, President Switzer’s
husband and a Professor for more than 30 years. In the class, I must design, write, and present
my own research project. I decide to research the experiences of FGC students from working-
class backgrounds at Manchester College, especially focusing on how they communicate on
campus and at home. While looking for literature on first-generation college students, I stumble
across a book at the Funderburg Library, This Fine Place So Far From Home: Voices of
Academics from the Working Class. 1 read dozens of FGC students and working-class academics
telling my story.

Later this week I will present my senior research project to the Communication faculty
and my classmates. I meet with Dave to discuss my project and grad school applications.
Chatting With Dave

Shit, I’'m late! Well, on time but being on time feels late when meeting Dave.

www.manaraa.com



105

I run up the three flights of stairs in Calvin-Ulrey Hall, my body numb after the trek
across campus in below-freezing weather. I open the door to the hallway where Communication
and Economics faculty offices are. At a school of Manchester’s size that means six offices. As I
walk down the hall, the building creaks in a way that lets me know it’s been here a while.

I wave to my professors as [ walk by their office.

“Hi Judd!”

“Hi Professor Lahman!”

I know everyone at Manchester and they know me. Dave’s office door is cracked open, a
desk lamp flooding the room with warm light. I knock.

“Hi Dave!”

“Well hi there!,” he says. “Come on in and sit down.” He turns from his desktop
computer and points to a cushioned chair beside his desk. “It’s good to see ya.”

“Thank you,” I say putting my book bag down beside the chair. I look around his office.
So clean and organized. Hope he never sees my dorm room. His Ph.D. diploma from the
University of Illinois hangs on the wall next to his National Umpiring Hall of Fame plaque.

“So how are ya?” he asks.

“Well, I’ve certainly been less stressed,” I say. “Senior research project, classes, grad
school applications, working with Jeri, studying again for the GRE...but I shouldn't be
complaining. I’d prefer this over getting up at four-thirty every morning and going to a factory
like my dad does.”

“I understand that,” Dave says. “I painted cars and straightened fenders all through
college. You just keep doin’ what you’re doin’ Keep workin’ hard and using the talents and

skills that I, and many others, see in you.”
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“I will, and I appreciate it.”

“Well tell me how I can help ya,” Dave says.

“I suppose we could start with grad school stuff. I’ve already sent my applications to
Northwestern, Purdue, lowa, Illinois, and UMass Ambherst. I was thinking about applying to one
more school, the University of Nebraska-Lincoln. It looks like a good school, and their graduates
get jobs at good places. I connected with several of the faculty’s research interests. I was
wondering if you’d be willing to write a letter to Nebraska, too?”

“Give me the information and I’ll have the letter in the mail by the end of the day.”

“Wow! Thank you!” I’m not surprised. He doesn’t wait. He does. I connected with Dave
our first class together. He reminds me of my grandpa. He’s a storyteller, a jokester, a hard
worker, and old-school. He doesn’t use technology in his classes. He’s a lecturer and paper
handouts kinda guy. I’'m drawn to that. I can’t stand the campus zombies that walk around with
headphones in their ears and stare down at their phones, which is why I’ve never purchased a
smartphone.

“You’re welcome,” Dave says. “I believe in you and you deserve the opportunity to
succeed.”

“Well, thank you.” It’s still strange to have someone believe in my academic abilities.

“The next thing I wanted to talk about was my presentation later this week. I was
wondering if I could run through my ideas for the presentation and see what you think.”

“Sure, I’d be happy to.”

I pull my paper out of my bag. “I’ll start with an overview of the project — a survey of
one-hundred thirty four students at Manchester College to examine how first-generation students

from working class backgrounds communicate on campus and at home and how these students
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negotiate multiple identities. Working from these survey responses, I offer ways we can diminish
the dissension between academic and blue-collar cultures.”

“Good. Very concise and organized. What’s next?”

“Next I was going to briefly discuss prior research on the topic. I had a few narrative
excerpts I was going to read that discuss the unique intellectual and social challenges first-gen
students face on campus and at home.”

“Good,” Dave says. “But limit these because you wanna make sure you leave time to
discuss your own study. Make sure these excerpts help set up the problem and how your study
plans to address it.”

“I know. I’m struggling with finding stuff to cut. It all seems important.”

“Of course it all is,” he says. “But part of the challenge is condensing your ideas.”

“Yeah, I'’ll figure out what to cut. Next [ was going to talk about methodology. One-
hundred and thirty-four Manchester College students completed surveys that involved a
combination of closed- and open-ended questions.”

“Good,” Dave says. “You’ll want to discuss how you operationalize your variables.”

“Yeah, operationalizing social class is difficult. For my survey, I felt it more important
for students to define themselves rather than imposing a definition on them that would limit or
hinder their ability to make sense of their experiences. But I’ll discuss some of the ways the
literature has defined class and some of the problems with class definitions.

“Then, I’ll describe my theoretical framework.” Why am I using this fancy way of saying
theory? “I use co-cultural theory (Orbe, 1998) to explain how members of marginalized groups
communicate with members of dominant groups. I’1l discuss a few previous applications of co-

cultural theory on the study of first-gen students.
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“For example, at home many first-gen students censor themselves around their family to
avoid controversy, and several describe conscious attempts to separate and distance themselves
from their family. On campus many first-gen students try to emphasize commonalities between
themselves and other students whose parents went to college. Some censor themselves, hiding
their class differences with peers. Many overcompensate in their social and academic life
because they feel like they start behind. For example, one student said, 7 still have to study three
times longer than them [non FGC students] for my tests (Orbe & Groscurth, 2004, p. 44). Some
first-gen students network with other first-gen students on campus, and many seek support and
mentorship from faculty, administrators, and people like you,” I say pointing at Dave, “to help
them succeed.”

“Well, you re doin' what is necessary to succeed,” Dave says. “You’re payin' attention
and askin' good questions. Everything I’m puttin' out there, you are digesting, integrating, and
making sense of. That’s what teachin’ and learnin’ is about. I get really tired of folks who are
just collectin' credits. That's not why I went to school and that's not why I work on lesson plans.
So it is really good to have students who meet the goal I have for students.”

“So how many credits am I gettin’ for being here?” I tease. “Next, I’ll discuss survey
responses to a few important questions. For example, whether students saw their class
background as an advantage or disadvantage and in what ways. Eighty-nine percent of first-gen
students wrote that it has some advantages, like teaching them work ethic and appreciating what
they have. Last, I’ll discuss recommendations for helping eliminate classism on campus and
diminishing the cultural gap between academia and working-class culture. One of the

recommendations is diversifying the socioeconomic origins of the faculty and administrators.
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Just as race, ethnicity, sexual orientation and other diversity categories are considered in hiring
decisions, so too should social class.

“Another recommendation is creating opportunities for student’s families to get involved
in their academic lives. Negative, stereotypical views of working-class and academic cultures are
in large part due to a lack of communication between the two cultures. One way to help parents
understand the academic world is to invite parents to academic events. For example, when
students give a presentation, the professor could allow them to be an audience member. Parents
are able to be audience members for their child’s participation in college athletic events,
concerts, plays, graduation ceremonies and other award ceremonies but parents aren’t able to
witness any of the child’s academic endeavors.”

As I finish describing my presentation I realize I’'m all over this project. I am a first-
generation college student from a working-class family. I’ve experienced the same tensions and
ambivalence. But how could I do a research project on myself?

“Nate, I’'m very impressed by your efforts,” Dave says. “This is graduate level research
you have produced.”

“Thank you. This is obviously something I really care about and is personally meaningful
to me. Didn’t you also say you were a first-generation college student?”

“Absolutely. My parents were high school grads. My dad was a blue-collar worker at
International Harvester. He was the head of maintenance, chief custodian repairperson. He’s a
real skilled craftperson, but he learned that by bein’ around other people. He went to high school,
went to the Navy, and went to work. My mom left the family when I was in sixth grade and I
never saw her again. I know she graduated high school but she didn’t go to college.”

“So did you grow up in a family with just your dad? Or did you have a stepmom or...”
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“Nope. My dad and I lived with his mom and her husband. My paternal grandfather had
died when my dad was young and so from about the fifth grade until about the ninth grade I lived
with my grandparents and they were very influential in my growin' up. Then my dad remarried a
terrific woman who was a terrific stepmom. So I learned pride and good work from my grandpa,
my grandma, and my dad. They were really hard workin' folks.”

“What made you decide to go to college?”

“It was just sorta like the natural next step. I never even thought about bein' the first
person in my family who went to college, let alone graduated from there. I didn't see it as any
great big source of pride or anything. I wanted things other than what my parents did. It was just
like what ya do, and I could keep the same job I had all the way through high school. I went to
college in the same town I went to high school so I just kept workin'. My dad understood it was
important to go to college. He never did but he understood it. What he didn't understand was
goin' to graduate school. He thought college was kinda it. When I told him I was goin' to the
University of Illinois, he said, 'well whataya do?' Cuz he got up every morning, went to work
carryin’ a lunch bucket, and came home.”

“You already went to school. You're goin' to school again?” I say, mimicking his dad
based on similar comments from people in my own community.

“That's right. He thought it was meant to get a job,” he laughs. I hope I get a job after all
the schools I'm about to go through. “Fortunately, I was makin' enough money that he wasn't
payin' for any of the school. The only time he and I ever talked about college was a good friend
of mine went to Butler in Indianapolis and I wanted to go there but I didn't have enough money
for private school and he didn't have enough money for private school, so that was out. That's

probably the only real serious conversation we had about college. He didn't know much about it.
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He didn't want me to make any stupid mistakes but there wasn't any bust out, first-generation get
away from manual labor stuff. I didn’t know what I wanted to do but I needed to do somethin'.
First I thought I wanted to be an attorney. Then I thought I wanted to teach secondary school
speech and drama. Then when I did my student-teaching, I knew that wasn't it. My
undergraduate debate coach said I need to go to graduate school. He found a way to get me to
I1linois and then when I got over there I just got intellectually seduced by the subject matter.”

“Well it worked out for ya.”

“I wasn't a very good student in high school. I didn't take it very seriously. I had an okay,
not distinguished, not focused, undergraduate degree. It took me five years to do. I was livin'
downtown with a buncha guys and havin' fun. I was paintin' cars and always had money in my
pocket. And when you work at a body shop you always had great cars for a date. On Friday I’d
say, 'Oh Mrs. Johnson, we wanna get this Thunderbird just the way you want it. I'll have it for ya
Monday, noon,” and I'd drive it all weekend.” His grin has me laughing.

“I did my Master's and Ph.D. faster than I did my undergraduate degree. I did my
Master's in one year and a Ph.D. in three years. When I went to graduate school I had no
confidence that I was gonna do well. I rented my apartment by the month cuz I thought any time
they were gonna throw me outta there. I remember my first semester as a Master’s student, it was
my first course on modern rhetorical theory and I had this very distinguished, major footnote
named Marie Hochmuth Nichols and we were writing a paper on the meaning of art and science
in 18th century Europe.”

“Oh my goodness,” I say.

“I. Had. No. Clue,” he says punctuating each word. “I read all this stuff I was supposed to

read and I thought, okay, I read it all but what am I gonna say about it? I woke up in the middle
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of the night standing in in my little apartment kitchen and looked through my cabinets thinking, I
gotta find these damn words somewhere.” We both chuckle and he continues, “In that one
moment, alone, doubting myself I really wondered if I could find the words for one paper, let
alone a couple grad degrees. I was about ready to just go back to painting cars and straightening
fenders like I did all though undergraduate school. I found the words later that day and it was the
first of many accomplishments. If I can do it, you surely can with your enviable skills. But I
worked really hard. I lived in the basement of Lincoln Hall and the Library. That's where I spent
three years. Friday nights I played poker and Saturday morning I ate at the Union and went back
to work. That's what I did and I was glad to do it. It was fun. Well, exams aren't fun. But positive
feedback was fun. Also I got some really good help from some very smart people.”

“It’s good to hear that doubt is normal. I’'m excited but also really nervous about grad
school.”

“I had absolutely no confidence when I first went to grad school. There was this bar on
Green Street called Murphy’s Bar®'. I was there one afternoon with my officemate, a guy named
Bob Bicker. It was probably about, oh, six weeks into graduate school and we just could not
figure out what we were doin’ there. We'd been there long enough to know we didn't belong. So
Bicker and I are sittin' there at Murphy’s and Joe Wenzel comes in. Wenzel was teachin’ in
Communication and Bicker knew him from the debate circuit. Wenzel sits down for a beer with
us. Bicker started talking about how hard and confusing our lives were and I said yeah, I don't
know what I'm doin'. I'm just sorta lost. Wenzel looked across the table at us, stood up, took a
great big slug of beer, and said, welcome to graduate school boys, then set his beer down and

walked out.” Dave bursts into laughter and repeats Wenzel’s line. “I thought, I'll be on the bus by

*! This is the same bar I go to each semester when I attend the International Congress of
Qualitative Inquiry at the University of Illinois.
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Monday. Welcome to graduate school, boys. So what I learned from that was keep your mouth
shut and stay here ‘til they tell you ya gotta go somewhere else.” We both laugh.

“I knew from the first couple classes I took with ya, you were always stressing work
ethic,” I say. “I resonated with that. Not that other professors didn't stress work ethic but here's a
professor telling me it’s okay if I’'m not as smart as someone else, I can outwork them and
perform just as well. I lack a lot of confidence and that’s encouraging for me.”

“Oh yeah. Some stuff you can't change. And I think being how smart you are, you can
change it a little bit by new habits and stuff but how hard you work is completely in your control.
That's always worked for me. Plan to work. Work to plan. You just keep your head up and your
mouth shut and you're okay. I'm pretty good at keepin' my head up. I'm not very good at keepin'
my mouth shut,” he grins.

“That's alright. You have good things to say. I was gonna ask, I still kinda see myself as a
blue-collar kid. Maybe it has to do with being in a place where there aren't a lot of those people
around me but I take pride in that-"

“Yep, I do too because to tell ya the truth it represents accomplishing goals. I knew I
didn't wanna paint cars for all my life, and I was able to get myself into a position so I didn't
have to do that. That's a success. If you think ya got where ya wanted to be that, by definition, is
a success, and we all like to have successes.

I don't think it's overall better to be a professor than a car painter but I think it was better
for me to be a professor than a car painter. I don't generalize that beyond me. I don't think there's
anything wrong with rememberin' your roots. I'm not ashamed of 'em. I don't deny 'em or
anything. I'm proud of my parents, and my grandparents especially. And I'm also proud that I

succeeded professionally.”
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“I still see you as kind of a blue-collar guy, too,” I say.

“I think you're right and I'm really glad that you're right. That's a source of pride for me.
There are people who have much more professional success than me but this is just what [
wanted to do and I'm very lucky. I'm proud of my roots. Everybody has things they wish had
been different but you get up and you go to work every morning, when ya come home you feel
like you've justified your existence.”

“I would say you've done just that.”

“I hope so. That's the way I see it.”

“I also wanted to thank you for the study abroad money and gifts. I really appreciate it!”

“You’re very welcome. The gifts are equally from Jo, but it’s our pleasure. You just keep
doin” what you’re doin’. You’re worth the investment.”

“Well I have you fooled,” I tease.

“I'm pretty easy to fool so don't think too much of that.” I laugh.

“Well thank you, and thank you Jo. You married a pretty incredible woman.”

“My gosh, you’re tellin” me. I’m just lucky she lets me carry the bags.”

I laugh, “well I better get outta here and stop taking up all your time.”

“You’re fine. When you're workin' on stuff if there's anything you want me to read, or ya
wanna talk if something stimulates more conversation, don't be shy. You know how to get a hold
of me.”

“Alright, thank you!”

“Take care of yourself. Do good and do well.”

skksk
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My senior research paper wins an award at the Manchester Research Symposium and I
am asked by two committees on campus to present my research to them. I am also rejected from
each graduate program. I recoup and apply to three Master’s programs, deciding on Central
Michigan University. I receive an envelope in my campus mailbox with $400 and a note:

Nate,

The Board of Trustees set up a special fund for me to use for needs beyond our regular
operations. Here is $400 for you to use for your graduate school applications, job search, and

end-of-school expenses. Your call. I believe in you. I'm glad you chose Manchester. This gift

does not need to be repaid but when you are able, please pass it on through gifts to MC or
support for others in need.

Jo Switzer

As I prepare to move on to graduate school, I am motivated by the confidence of my
mentors — Jo, Dave, Jeri, Mary, and Judd — even though I’m not quite sure why they believe in
me. Have I fooled them? Am I fooling myself? Can I really make it in the academic world? If
become an academic how will I relate to my family anymore? Will I have to choose between my

love for family and my love for school?
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CHAPTER SIX:

UNCLE JIM’S SHADOW

I complete my Master’s degree at Central Michigan University. In my last semester, I
discover autoethnography in a book titled The Ethnographic I (Ellis, 2004) and immediately
realize this is the kind of research and writing I want to do. I apply to the University of South
Florida and move to Tampa that Fall. During my first two years at USF, I write narratively about
social class in many of my classes. I also involve my family in my projects, interviewing them
and co-writing. Two years into my doctoral work, the narrative fabric of my life rips open.

April §, 2014

I log on to Facebook to see the selective fun my peers are having at the Southern States
Communication Association in New Orleans, a conference I would be presenting at if I had more
than $13 in my credit union account. As I scroll through the News Feed, I see a post from a
friend about the World Wrestling Entertainment (WWE) Hall of Fame Ceremony. I Google
“WWE Hall of Fame” and the first result shows an image of the headline inductee for the night:
A muscular, tanned man with Mount Everest traps sloping up to his war-ready face paint and
80’s metal hair; tassels with multicolored streamers ready to snap around his bulging biceps; and
abs that look chiseled by Michelangelo. I’'m staring at a real-life action figure, my uncle, The
Ultimate Warrior.

I click on the link next to the image. The Hall of Fame is located in New Orleans, just a

sprint from the Conference location. I click on the video of his acceptance speech. His entrance
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music bangs out of the speakers as he walks onto the stage with his two young daughters, Indiana
(Indy) and Mattigan (Mattie), latched onto each arm. He has traded his Ultimate Warrior attire
for a suit, and his high-energy sprint for a walk with a slight limp. He makes it to the podium and
kisses Indy and Mattie on the cheek before they leave the stage to sit with their mom, Dana, in
the audience.

He begins his hour-long speech with a deep, guttural growl.

“The most anticipated speech in the history of sports entertainment,” he says spraying
testosterone. “There’s a lot of squiggling go on in these seats out here.” Eighteen years after a
falling out with the organization that included years of legal battles here he is being honored by
the WWE. He thanks his wife and the camera moves to her, a blonde-haired beauty with
sparkling eyes and teeth. A gray-haired woman in glasses leans in and hugs her from the side.
My grandma looks beautiful in her black dress.

“Mom, I’'m glad you’re here tonight,” he says to my grandma. “I remember when I was
eleven or twelve and dad decided that he was gonna go on and do different things in his life and
he never looked back to provide any kind of support, financial or otherwise. You didn’t skip a
beat. You got to work and you provided for me and my other two brothers and two sisters so that
we never went without. The hard work ethic that I have and the self-discipline that I have, I got
from you and I love you.” Tears stream down grandma’s face.

He continues, turning to Indy and Mattie. “Although I’ve done some pretty incredible
things in my wrestling career when you weren’t around, the most awesome thing I will ever do is
be your father.”

He ends by recognizing the working-class folks behind the scenes:
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“I want to thank the superstars that you never see. I’m talking about all the people behind
the scenes that work for WWE. Some of them for years. Twenty, twenty-five, thirty
years. They are the superstars that make this happen. They really are. The ring guys, who
back in the day, would get to the building, set up the ring, tear it down, drive all night, get
to the next town, get a couple hours sleep, grab a cheeseburger, a couple Coca-Colas, go
back to another arena, set the ring up again. Right before the matches take a shower and
then come and ask me or the other guys, Can I get you anything? Is there anything I can
get you man? I’ll never forget those guys. In fact, when I think about the Hall of Fame
and I think about honoring people that make this company work I think it would be
appropriate to have a category in the Hall of Fame where you honor these people.”

April 6,2014
Wrestlemania XXX from NOLA on pay per view. Hogan's entrance just now took me
back many many years to going to the Rosemont Horizon in Chicago each month for live
events. Never have I heard a louder roar than when he’s entered arenas.
I read Keith Berry’s Facebook post the day after the Hall of Fame banquet.
I reply: Except when the Warrior ran in and shook the ropes!
Keith: Nathan—similar, indeed, but the Hogan entrances were nuts—second only to
Austin’s and Rock’s!
Me: I had to stick up for my uncle (Warrior) who beat Hulkster at Wrestlemania 6!
Keith: Ha, your uncle?

Me: Ultimate Warrior is my uncle. Mom’s brother.
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April 8,2014

I’m peeing at the urinal around the corner from my office.

“Is it true that The Ultimate Warrior is your uncle?” I shake the dribbles off and turn
around to see a full-grown man looking like a kid who just met his hero.

“Yep! Mom’s brother” I tell Professor Jay Zalinger.

“I loved the Warrior growing up,” he says. “He was my favorite! So you’re like The
Ultimate Scholar then? We have to get you some spandex briefs and paint your face.”

About an hour later, I leave the CIS Building to walk toward my class. My cellphone
vibrates in my pocket. I grab it and see Mom on the screen.

“Hey mom.”

“Hey bubby.” Her voice cracks.

“Are you okay mom?”

“I just wanted to let you know before you heard it all over the news; Uncle Jimmy’s
dead.”

“What? He was just...But yesterday...He was just on TV less than 24 hours ago! How
did he die?”

“He’s been sick for a long time.” I hear the tears pour out. “Only his wife and grammaw
knew. He told ‘em not to tell anyone. Grammaw told me when she left the Hall of Fame, she
looked into his eyes and they both knew it was the last time they would ever see each other. It’s
just sad ‘cuz I know he died with a lot of guilt.”

After the conversation, I go to my computer and watch his WWE promo from last night.
Known for his prophetic, sometimes incomprehensible, and always hyper-intense promos, he

launches into the last speech he will ever give:
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"No WWE talent becomes a legend on their own. Every man's heart one day beats its

final beat. His lungs breathe their final breath. And if what that man did in his life makes
the blood pulse through the body of others and makes them believe deeper in something
that's larger than life, then his essence, his spirit, will be immortalized by the storytellers,

by the loyalty, by the memory of those who honor him, and make the running the man did

live forever.”

It’s like he’s giving his own eulogy. He knew death was breathing down his neck. He had
to have known. It was said in typical Warrior fashion. Super intense, almost growling at the
crowd but it’s obvious now he’s struggling for breath throughout the speech and sweating
profusely and yeah, he does look skinnier. The limp looks even more pronounced now too. He’s
setting the story straight about his character, thanking the fans, and thanking his mom. With
death looming so close, and what my mom tells me was “a lot of guilt” about leaving the family,
he seems to be tying up loose ends and trying to let his mom know how much she meant to him
before he didn’t have a chance to anymore.

I stay up all night in a kind of daze, my mind trying to process what my body heard. I
sprint around the Internet reading and collecting news stories of his death.

Fox News reports:

“Like so many others, as a child, I loved the Warrior. He was a superhero incarnate x 10.

Chiseled out of granite, his face masked in war paint and tassels hanging from his biceps,

he was an unforgettable sight. Excitement was guaranteed whenever Warrior charged the

ring and shook the ropes on WWF Wrestling Challenge and WWF Superstars of

Wrestling every Saturday morning. No one understood his manic promos, but it didn’t

matter. Warrior was just awesome — it was as plain and simple as that.”

www.manaraa.com



121

The New York Times reports:
“...Mr. Hellwig joined Mr. McMahon’s organization, then known as the World Wrestling
Federation, in 1987 and quickly rose in fans’ esteem with his feats of strength, his dervish
energy, his orange tan and his quasi-mystical interview style. Answering a ringside
interviewer’s question about tactics, he gestured toward a fan in the crowd wearing face
paint like his and said, “I know that warrior is ready to make the sacrifice so that I shall
live.”...In the mid-1990s, Mr. Hellwig and Mr. McMahon became embroiled in a
contract dispute, and as a result his appearances were intermittent through the rest of the
decade. Like many of the marquee names in the business, Mr. Hellwig also admitted to
having taken anabolic steroids throughout the *70s and ’80s, before they became illegal.”
The online blog, Deadspin, reports:
“In his last public appearance, not 24 hours before his death, James Hellwig made clear
that there is a distinction between the Ultimate Warrior and the man beneath the
facepaint. So it in no way detracts from the respect earned by one of the biggest and most
unique characters in wrestling history to point out that Hellwig himself was basically a
crazy jerk. Fans got a taste of Hellwig's thought processes from his incomprehensible
promos in his first WWF run. They appeared inspirational enough—until you stopped to
actually listen to the words....Warrior's most controversial comments came in the mid-
2000s, when he made another career change, this time rebranding himself as a
conservative commentator. At a Young Republicans-hosted event at UConn in 2005, he
said (to gasps from the crowd) that "queering don't make the world work."
I also scroll through the comments section of news stories about his death along with

comments on his Youtube videos:
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...“As a working professional with children that fully admits that I was this guy multiple
times for Halloween growing up, this is truly sad. I feel like a part of my childhood is
gone forever. This should be a giant lesson to everyone about the dangers of Steroids!!!”
...“Some crazy mofo in face paint and arm bands just crashed through the Pearly Gates
and power-slammed St. Peter.”
...“Getting a Warrior tribute tattoo next month, his death will not be in vain. He has and
will continue to inspire my life.”
...“You have to give him credit for speaking his mind and not really caring who agreed
with him. Warrior didn’t need a bunch of ‘yes men’. Warrior was an individual...a
thinker...a loner who didn’t need to go with the crowd.”
...“Good. I'm sick of people kissing his back side. He was a piece of feces and if people
actually read up about him, they'd see the real man. He spoke out against the LGBT
community making him a waste of O2.
...““Who cares? Warrior was a steroid freak. He is burning in hell now.”
I remember trying to contact him on Facebook a few years ago., though I received no
response. | scroll through my archived messages and find this message sent July 26, 2012:
Name is Nathan Hodges and if this is familiar to you it is because I am your nephew. My
mom is Becky. I see myselfin you a lot. 100% intensity in everything I do. Exercise the
mind, body and soul daily with conviction and unabandoned, raw fucking intensity. Just
wanted to say hello and let you know that your blood runs through my veins. Almost was
moving at least semi-close to you. Had a decision between the University of New Mexico

and University of South Florida for a doctoral program but chose South Florida. You
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don't have to respond. Just thought you might be interested in knowing that I am

carrying passion and intensity on in the Hellwig family tree. All best, Nathan.

skksk

“He may have been The Ultimate Warrior but he was my big brother,” mom says through
tears into the phone. “I’m just sad for losing what could have been. He never got the chance to
meet my kids and I’'m so proud of them. You know he talked in his Hall of Fame speech about
doing the Make-a-Wish and seeing the reflection of his face in the kid’s eyes. He never looked
into my kid’s eyes.”

“I know mom,” I say. “I’m sorry.”

“And poor grammaw; no mom should have to bury their kid,” mom says. “She told me
she would have rather died so that he could be there for his kids and wife.”

“I’'m sorry mom.” I just keep repeating the same phrase. What am I supposed to say? No
social script feels right for moments like this. “It makes you realize how stupid some of the
fighting with your siblings is. Hopefully you all get closer.”

“Yeah but I’'m at the age now where I’'m not going to be disrespected. When grammaw
called and told Uncle Jeff his brother had died, he told her Jim has been dead to him for years.”

Later that day autopsy results reveal uncle Jim died from a heart attack that stemmed
from Atherosclerotic/Arteriosclerotic Cardiovascular Disease, the same disease that killed his
dad. The results quieted a few of the rumors surrounding his death, although some were
unrelenting in their insinuations that his death was caused by steroids and drug abuse, even if
they knew nothing about either. Television news personality Nancy Grace performed a segment
on Warrior’s death with allegations that his and many other professional wrestlers’ deaths were

caused by steroids. She even insinuated that professional wrestler Owen Hart’s death was caused
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by steroids even though his death was caused by a fall during a stunt gone wrong at a live
performance. There was outrage against Grace from the professional wrestling community and
from my mom who posted “Bite Me Nancy Grace” to Facebook when the toxicology results
were released. Uncle Jim’s dad, John Thomas Hellwig, walked away when Jim was just ten years
old. He left Jim two things: his last name and a broken heart. Jim was able to change his name.
ok

On April 8, 2014, my uncle James Brian Hellwig died. I only know him as The Ultimate
Warrior, the larger-than-life professional wrestler from the 80’s and 90’s. I don’t know uncle Jim
as a real part of the family. He is someone “related by blood, separated by class” (Lubrano,
2004, p. 7). He left our small Indiana hometown right after he graduated high school. The
canonical narrative we hear about him and others like him are that he is an exemplar of The
American Dream. He rose from humble beginnings and achieved unprecedented fame and
financial success. But what does the relational and familial plotline of The American Dream look
like in his story? Before he died he told my grandma, “If I could go back, I would do things
differently.” When he died, his brother told grandma, “He’s been dead to me for years, mom,”
before hanging up the phone. What about the tears my mom cried while saying, “He never got to
meet my boys and I’m so proud of them. I’'m sad for what could have been.” What about the
Uncle I never hugged, wrestled with on the living room floor, or ate “Hellwig portions” of food
with at Christmas dinners?

His death ignites a fire in me mostly because I see myself in him. I realize how our
narratives converge. I also “left” and am doing something different than my family. I embody
many of the same values — toughness, self-discipline, a whatever-it-takes work ethic, and lack of

pretense and political correctness — working-class values instilled in us from the family and
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community in which we grew up. However, I wonder if unconsciously his social mobility story,
his detachment from our family, is what led me to have such strong, even romanticized, views of
my family as I left to became an academic. [ now have no desire to escape my past or leave my
family behind and work hard to embrace my working-class identity in academe.

I never met Uncle Jim and my family rarely talked about him. I think I internalized his
looming absence to mean that I don’t want social mobility in the way it has been canonically
portrayed, the way it played out in my uncle’s life. I want to be successful, but I don’t want to
leave my family behind. However, this is the only narrative of social mobility I’ve been exposed
to since going to college.

Even before my uncle’s death, I began crafting a counter-narrative in which I understand
social mobility relationally, looking for connections and similarities between my academic life
and my family and past instead of looking for distinctions. One way I do this is by including my
family in my academic research and sharing my stories with them. When I look at social
mobility relationally, I begin to see and feel coherence between my past, present, and projected
future. Bochner (1997) says “Coherence is an achievement, not a given. This is the work of self-
narration” (p. 429). The mixed messages I received from my parents about education, work, and
mobility, prepared me to be a scholar. This creates a storyline where I am now no longer a victim
and my working-class family and community are no longer inhibitors.

I decide to interview my family about Uncle Jim as part of my dissertation research.

skksk
June 6, 2014
“You look like a Hellwig” grandma says as I walk into Neighborhood Drycleaners to

drop off clothes. I squeeze her tight, her head leaning against my chest in our embrace.
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The conversation quickly turns to Uncle Jim.

“I cried the entire weekend because I knew when I saw him that he only had a couple
days,” she says tears forming in her eyes. “You don’t want to put a time limit on it, but I could
tell right when I saw him.”

“It was heart disease, wasn’t it? That’s what the newspapers said.”

“Well, I’'m not supposed to say anything. Dana doesn’t want me telling anyone, but he
had a disease. It’s hereditary.”

“Oh.”

“He told me one of the most important things he learned is that genetics matter just as
much as lifestyle. You know ‘cuz he lived such a healthy lifestyle.”

We talk about school for a while and I tell her I’'m about ready to start my dissertation.

“I don’t know how you can write a paper that long,” she says. “The facts are just so cut
and dry.”

“Well I'm not just writing the facts grammaw.”

“You know what you’re going to write it about?”

“Well I was thinking of writing it about our family and Uncle Jim.”

She laughs. “Oh. Our family? But we’re so dysfunctional...And I’m the monarch.”

“All families are dysfunctional. And the ones that appear perfect are probably the most
dysfunctional.”

“Yeah, because they hide and cover up all their problems.”

“Yep. So, uh, are you okay with me writing about that?”

“Yeah sweetie. You can write about whatever you want. You’re an adult. I appreciate

you asking me though.”
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“Well I wouldn’t want to write about it if you didn’t want me too.”

“How do you plan on writing about him?”’

“Well I thought I would interview everyone in the family. It’s just I don’t know anything
about my own uncle.”

“Well they don’t really either. And that’s the way he probably wanted it. Your two uncles
probably won’t have very many nice things to say about him. They looked up to him and then he
left them. He could have at least given them a sliver of his life. He just left and never came
back.”

“I know.”

“You know he was a real troubled teenager. He got into lots of trouble. He was into the
drugs and all that. If he didn’t leave this town he wouldn’t have been anybody. He’d still
probably be in trouble. I’m just so proud of you for getting out of this town and going on and
doing something with your life.”

“You know the only other person in our family to do that is Uncle Jim,” I say.

“I know. I get that a lot of people like him but I don’t think anyone should put him up on
a pedestal. He’s a human and he’s not perfect. I don’t really consider him to be a role model.”

“What I want to do in the dissertation is show him as a human being, not some famous
character. I want to reveal how he was viewed by the family.”

A few seconds of silence pass.

“If I hadn’t seen him at the Hall of Fame, I may not have been able to grieve so easily,”
she says. “I just need some time off work to go to the camper and cry,” she says laughing.

“There’s nothing wrong with that,” I say. “Crying’s good. The real problem is people

who don’t cry and hold it all in.”
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“Well I definitely don’t have that problem,” she says. “I cry during Hallmark
commercials.”
ok
My uncle inspired me from afar as he did many people across the world. He inspired me
to work hard and be disciplined, to always challenge myself, to suffer and grow, and to not let
fear stop me from going after my goals. But my uncle Jim is no superhero. He is not Ultimate or

a Warrior. He is a human being, and like every other human being he’s flawed.

skksk

June 13, 2014

“You know what he told me one time?”” Grandma says. “He told me he was in a
bathroom stall at the airport- she lowers her voice, “-pooping. And there was a fan waiting
outside the stall for an autograph.” She laughs. “Can you believe that?”

We’re at the Applebee’s in Crawfordsville, meeting for the first time since I told her I
wanted to write about uncle Jim and our family in my dissertation. Who is Jim Hellwig — the
human being, the man, the son, the brother, the uncle?

“I said where have you been for the last ten years,” Grandma says referring to a phone
call she received from uncle Jim after nearly ten years of no contact. “I didn’t know he’d married
this other girl Dana. But I had a choice and I chose to let him be part of my life again. To me he
was just a human being. He wudn’t perfect in any way.”

“That’s why I want everyone’s perspective in the family because I want to show how
everyone has good and bad parts about them,” I say. We eat our fried green bean appetizer for a

few moments without talking.
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“One of the good ones out there,” she says. “He told me, mom, if I could go back-" her
voice cracks. “maybe I'd make things different.”

I sit silently unsure of how to comfort my grandma. “You can tell that I’'m like uncle
Jimmy in a lot of ways,” I say, trying to shift the topic.

“I know that. And that’s why I’ve always been there for you. Nate, you gotta get out there
and you gotta make what you want your life to be. You can’t just do what other people want you
to do.”

“That’s uncle Jim’s whole philosophy about life, going out and doing what you want, but
when he died it made me think about how I don’t want to be like him in that I leave and forget
about my family. “

“Mmbhhbh, right,” she says. “He said to me once that once you’re gone for so long there is
no coming back. How do you come back then?”

“Even though I never met him, he still inspired me. Just his lifestyle. At thirteen, I started
working out and I never stopped since.”

“That’s why he was proud and fought for the Warrior name. He’d invested all those years
and he had no other way to make a living. The Ultimate Warrior stuff continued to sell.”

“It still is. They’re probably making millions off the stuff right now.”

She pauses for a moment. “I don’t know how much as a grown man you keep confidence.
Because you’re doing this paper on him. You can, right?”” She said this in the sort of way that
told me the lines of communication stop here.

“He lost almost all his money in his fight against Vince McMahon.”

“Grandma, is it okay if I turn the recorder on?” I say. I turn my phone recorder on.
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“Go ahead. He did tell me-" she hesitates before continuing. “Well I might as well go
ahead and say it. You'll be discretionary with things, on what you put in okay?”

“Yeah.”

“They hadn't made a house payment in three years. There was just no money.”

“How'd they live?”

“He worked all the time. He was constantly on the computer doin’ the deals. But they
spent more money than they had comin' in. And Dana, well she didn't clean her own house. All
she had to do was be a mother. And those things all add up. Dana wanted to get a newer vehicle
and he told me, mom she never stops and thinks about where the money comes from. But, they
had vehicles when I was out there, Nate, that they kept for a long, long time. It wudn’t like they
went out and got new vehicles. He was thrilled to death ‘cuz he bought a Tahoe off somebody
for five thousand dollars. She had a PT Cruiser.”

The waitress brings our meals to the table. We sit in silence eating our meal.

“We are not what you’d call a pretty family,” grandma says. “When you get a little older
you realize that the family you have is not the dream that you picture. We’re all at the dinner, but
usually somebody's not talking, or mad at each other, somebody's doin' the drugs, somebody's
drinkin' too much, somebody's beatin' their wife.”

“Just another Hellwig family dinner,” I say. We both laugh.

“I talked to a friend today and I don't usually talk about my private life but she asked how
things was going and I said, o/ fine. Well no, not really. Sometimes your adult children just keep
you so stressed. I lost one. He died. It’s like I don't even get a period where I can just grieve
because the other problems kick in ya know.' So she told me some of her issues with her kids.

She said, when you get overwhelmed just call we’ll just exchange stories and feel better.”
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“I think that does make people feel better.”

“Ya know after a while you have to let go. People are a certain age. They make choices.”

“Yeah. That reminds me I haven't talked to uncle Jeff in like six years.”

“He's not doin' real good. He still thinks we all lied to him about the student loan but the
truth was it was none of his business. I didn't have to ask permission to sign for you. That is
BS."*

“I feel bad. I feel like I caused-*

“You didn't cause nothing. Just because I had faith in you. I don't regret one second of
signing for you to go to college. I would’ve died if you'd gotten stuck here with no future. My
god no! If anybody should feel bad it should, I'm gonna say this okay with nobody around, your
mom and dad should've been there for you more. And I knew they wasn't and I knew I was
gonna have to be. Now if there's anything wrong with that then god can strike me dead right
here. Okay? I've not been sorry one minute I signed for you.”

“I know.”

“Quit bitin' your nails sweetie,” she says. “It’s a nervous habit.”

“You always say that grandma.”

“I know. You've turned into a good man. Comin’ back here is good to see family and
stuff but whatever you do don't make it a long, long visit because it's too easy to get sucked into

everybody's life. Ya know what i'm sayin'?”

*? Uncle Jeff is actually the first college graduate in our family, earning a Master’s Degree in
Aerospace Technology. He is estranged from our family, living alone in an apartment in
Crawfordsville, and receiving monthly checks from the government for his severe anxiety and
depression. I used to be really close with him. He was a competitive bodybuilder and was one of
the first persons to teach me how to lift weights and eat healthy. When he discovered my
grandma cosigned my private school loans, he was enraged and vowed to never talk to his family
again. I think he felt like our family was keeping a secret from him. We haven’t talked in years.
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“Everyone has their problems,” I say. “I don’t know anything about his wife or his ex-
wife. I never knew that he came back home after he left. Mom was telling me he went to Aunt
Brenda’s wedding and he came back for some Christmases and stuff.”

“Well he come back one Christmas. He did come back for Aunt Brenda’s wedding to
give her away, and this is a sad story. The three boys was dressed up and they had come back in
town for something. It was Jim and Jeff and Jay. The wedding was held out in the country.”

“They come into Crawfordsville?”

“They come to Crawfordsville. Well, they didn’t come back. Of course that was before
cell phones and there was no phone out there. I just took for granted they probably didn’t wanna
come back and the sad thing was the car had broke and nobody come in town to check on ‘em.
Isn’t it sad we didn’t make the effort to come back in town and check on ‘em?”

“Did they miss the wedding?

“No, he gave her away but afterwards they should have been there for the dinner and
stuff.”

“Mom told me about Jeremy [my cousin] at the wedding. He was just a toddler and he
was so scared of uncle Jim because of how big he was and how deep his voice was that every
time uncle Jim came near he’d pee his pants.”

Grandma laughs. “Yes. The pee spot just kept getting bigger and bigger throughout the
day. You oughta see the pictures.” We both laugh.

“So when did uncle Jimmy leave when he was younger?”

“Right after high school. Thing was we was livin’ in Hillsboro. He graduated and there

was issues between my second husband and I so I came to Crawfordsville and bought another
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house and he didn’t wanna live in Crawfordsville. But he didn’t have a vehicle. He didn’t really
have a choice but to go down with his dad.”

“Hmm. He didn’t wanna live with you or-"

“No that wudn’t it. I think he just knew Crawfordsville is a dead end. You know what
I’'m sayin’?”

“That’s how I felt when I graduated. I just wanted to go out and do something different.”

“Right. So Jim went to Florida and stayed with his dad for a while. There was more
opportunities with bodybuilding. I don’t think Jeff and Jay ever lived with him but they lived in
Atlanta, too. He hadn’t been a dad, hadn’t paid a penny of support, and they said the only advice
he ever gave ‘em when they went down to Florida was, save your quarters for the laundry mat.”
Grandma laughs, “Talk about a screwed up family.”

“Mom told me one of the reasons Uncle Jim changed his last name is 'cuz his dad never
gave him anything growing up. The only thing he gave him is his last name and he didn't want
that.”

“Really?” she says.

“That's what mom told me.”

“Well that's probably true. And his name wasn't no longer Jim Hellwig. It was just
Warrior. Now the boys [Jeff and Jay] just thought that was terrible. I didn't take it to heart. I
didn't see anything wrong with it.”

I pause. “ So mom said uncle Jay lived with uncle Jim for a while.”

“That didn’t go too good.”

“Why didn’t that work out?”
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“It would depend on whether you were asking Jim’s side of the story or Jay’s side of the
story. For one, he bought the tools for Jay to make log furniture but then Jim and Sheri decided
they wudn’t gonna live in New Mexico no more and they just up and left Jay there. He had no
place to live, no money for food. Nothing. That’s Jay’s opinion. That’s why Jay got so hurt. And
then Jay went to one of the wrestling meets. It was down in Florida, I think. Jim sent word out
there he dudn’t have a brother named Jay. Wouldn’t that break your heart? And I know Jay was
probably doin’ drugs but back then I guess everybody did pot. I don’t know if he was doin’ the
other drugs.”

“How old were they when their dad left?”

“Jim was ten and then you go on down the line. Your mom was a year old. It's like she
never knew him. Never knew him.”

“Why would he do that?”

“Well because him and I got to where we hated each other. I didn't blame him for leaving
me and finding somebody that liked him. Know what I'm sayin'? The relationship just
deteriorated. It was horrible. Why he would leave his kids, I don't know. He had no guarantee I'd
be a good mother to 'em. He never stopped to ask how hard it'd be for me to work and take care
of the kids and work.”

“I just don't understand how after uncle Jim saw him leaving he would leave his family.
But I was also thinking, was it just his responsibility to stay in touch?

“He didn't call it leaving. The thing is everybody seemed to have an attitude about it. Was
it his place to fix their attitude? Really what does a brother owe the rest of the family? He had a

right to go out and live his life. And I'll tell ya a little secret. Now this is between you and I. You

www.manaraa.com



135

know how when people win the lottery and how many friends they have all of a sudden? She
may not remember this but even your mom when she was younger and with Jack Burns-

“Jack Burns?”

“Yeah. You might of been livin' with your dad then. That's the one she went to Florida
with and your dad ended up gettin' custody. They said that she abandon 'em...You're gonna
unbury bones. They actually asked Jim for money. That’s between us okay? You don't wanna
hurt your mom's feelings. I'm just sayin' I never thought Jim owed me. I had people who actually
had the nerve to say to me, why do you work? You got a son that's rich. When is it that your
children owe you a free life? They don't owe you. If they go out and make their own life then
that is the job you're supposed to do. You don't owe any one of your parents anything. They
should be grateful for the fact that they raised you but not to the point they lay guilt trips on ya or
anything. How crippling would that be if ya constantly think you owe somebody?”’

“That would be not a great way to live.”

“It wouldn't. I just hope he was happy. He told me many times their relationship wasn't
great. There's nothing perfect. Ya understand that? He was a Hellwig so I'm sure he wudn't-"

“Wasn't great?” I say.

“Yeah. Big voice, strong opinions and you voice 'em. I love him. He's my son. But I
didn't live with him as a wife. To me he wouldn't have been a perfect mate. She wudn't a perfect
mate either. But they loved each other. And he said you couldn't pick anybody to be a better
mother than what she was.”

“He died of the same thing that his dad died of didn't he? Heart disease?”

“Well you knew he did have a disease though? Besides the heart?”
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“Oh, I didn't know that. I just knew he had heart disease. Everybody online keeps talking
about how he was doing steroids and that’s what caused it. I think it’s bullcrap.”

“I don't think he did 'em for that many years. After he was all out of wrestling, he told me
he quit. Now he did go exercise every day but he told me the last year or so he couldn't do it.”

“That must have drove him crazy. I only knew he had heart disease.”

“Well that's because Dana told me to keep my mouth shut. I'm not supposed to say
nothing. When I was out there six years ago I went out and housesat for 'em for seven weeks.
The whole family went to Spain. I didn't know what they were going for. I didn't know if it was
just a promotional thing but I think he wrestled.” Tears start forming in her eyes. “Nate when he
come back he was black and blue from head to toe. I couldn't even look at him. I was absolutely
devastated. He could not hardly walk. Brenda says she still remembers me calling and just
sobbing on the phone.”

“He did wrestle. The match is online.”

“Did he? I didn't see. Dana had a horrible time. She was miserable and angry at him.”

“Why was she so angry? Because he chose to do that?”

“No they'd just been married long enough that I think she'd just-*

“Just angry for being married?”

“Yeah. I mean if I'm being as honest as I can be without being hurtful. I went out there
four or five times and she never hesitated to let me know how miserable she was. So that just
kind of put a strain on having a relationship with your son. You know what I mean?”’

“Well he'd be hard to be with...I remember you telling me he got in trouble all the time

in school.”
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“Well he was a troubled kid. His dad left when he was ten. He was so angry and hurt to
the core. All the kids was and each one showed it in a different way. It shows up as adults. I
mean your mom and aunt Brenda, they've had a lot of men in their lives and a lot of it is from the
fact that their dad abandoned 'em. They’re looking for that approval. I say kids grow up in spite
of their parents, not because they raised them. When one of the parents walks out some kids are
driven to succeed to show their parents they can and some of ‘em is just the opposite. Every
person reacts in different ways.”

We start talking about me staying at grandma’s house when I was younger and the
memorabilia she kept of uncle Jim.

“Now do you remember seeing that one National Enquirer article?”

“I saw it at your house. That and the bodybuilding book he was in. Did you ever talk to
him about that that article?”

“No. I never ask him. I didn't believe one word of it myself. Well truthfully he was my
son and I loved him and if it had been true I wouldn't have loved him any less. Well honestly I
think Jeff and Jay bought into that homosexual thing.”>’

“Thought he was?”

“I never ask 'em point blank but that’s the impression I got. Jim stayed with one of his
teachers after graduation. He didn't wanna come to Crawfordsville so he stayed with a Mr. Pate.”

“He was in the newspaper.”

“Yeah. The Journal article. Well I called Mr. Pate after Jim had passed because Jim
talked to me about what his friendship had meant to him over the years. I called and left a

message and about two hours later I get this phone call from Mr. Pate. That man sobbed. He said

3 There are accusations in National Enquirer magazine that he was having sex with men for
money.
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Jim was a nice young man. He said Jim had told him over the years what my friendship had
meant to him but hearing it from his mom means a lot. Then he sent me a card, apologizing for
crying and that he’s reached the age where he cries over everything.” We both start laughing
because no one cries easier than grandma. “Yeah, I was gonna send a card and tell him I cry
during Hallmark commercials.”

“He was probably like a father figure to him.

“He was a father figure to him. And Jim even saw Vince McMahon as a father figure. He
called Mrs. McMahon mom a few times and there's nothing wrong with that.”

“I'm just so glad I got to see him for the weekend. Actually I only probably spent ten
minutes total with him cuz him and Dana got a house. He knew what the hotel would be like
with all the wrestlers comin' in and the fans. I stayed at the hotel downtown. Jim said
everything's paid for, don’t you pay for anything mom. Of course the flight was paid for. The
hotel was paid for. Well I get there and they ask for a charge card number. I said, well I got one
but I didn't know I was gonna have to do this. She says, honey your room's covered but your
meals aren't. And I wudn't about to whine to Jim as busy as he was. He would've been
devastated to think I had to pay for a meal. And of course the Roosevelt Hotel meals are
expensive. Guess where I ate most of my meals?”

“Bourbon Street?”

“IHOP,” she says laughing.

“Don't be too adventurous grammaw,” I tease.

“Well I did go down to the French Quarter though.”

“Grammaw! You get any beads?”

“No. Becky told me to buy beads and I didn't,” she says laughing.
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“Did you ever talk about me to him grammaw?”

“I talked about the grandkids. He just wudn't part of this life. I remember one time Dana
got mad. She said [ was always talking about Brianna [my cousin] and never their girls. How am
I supposed to make it about the girls? They live thousands of miles away. Dana told me she's
never found a more self-centered person. And she didn't say it in a loving manner either. But I
told him the last time I was there, Jim you've turned into a really good man. You can't ask for
more than that.” Grandma cries. “He was a good dad. And I think he was a good husband. I
think he was. You know nothing stays the same. Nothing.

“Before I left [the Hall of Fame], the limo was waitin' on me and I said I'm not leavin' 'til
I go back and tell my son goodbye. Of course everybody's down there talkin' to him so I had to
wait and to hug him. I cried 'cuz I knew how sick he was. He asked me what was wrong and I
said 'oh I just love ya so much!'" And Mattie, when I hugged her and kissed her, I told her now
you take care of your father.”

I put my arm around grandma as she cries. “I wished they had some kind of service for
him but I just had to tell Dana whatever works for her, whatever was best for her girls. The thing
is all you can do in life regardless of what gets handed to ya’, put one foot in front of the other
and just deal with it because you don't have a choice unless you wanna' waller in self-pity.”

“Gotta' find a way to have a good attitude,” I say.

Our conversation winds to end and we walk to our vehicles.

“Thanks for the lunch and the great conversation grammaw. I love you.”

“Oh I just love you so much. The conversation was just incredible. I mean you made me
cry my eyes out.”

“Well that doesn’t sound like a great conversation.”
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“No, it was good tears,” she says.
skksk

On the drive home, I reflect on our interview. Can you ever really leave your family?
Uncle Jim moved over a thousand miles from home in the middle of the fucking desert and
didn’t talk to anyone in the family for more than a decade. Were we in his head and heart all
those years, bitchin’ at him, and reminding him who he is and where he comes from?

And how does grandma do it: How does she hold herself together and continue to show
love and empathy despite all the tragedy and pain she’s endured? How can I become as wise and
compassionate as her? Grandma squashes most the fears I have about my social mobility. She
wants me to get out of Crawfordsville and do what makes me happy. She doesn’t want me to

“get sucked into this life.” Does she trust that I won’t forget our family like uncle Jim?
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CHAPTER SEVEN:

THE AMERICAN DENTAL DREAM

Two years later in Tampa, I sift through boxes in my closet and grab a copy of the Fall
2010 Manchester Magazine. On the cover is a picture of a Manchester student standing with her
parents in front of a manufacturing factory, her father’s workplace. The bottom corner reads,
“Starting from scratch: First in family to attend college, students find a second home at
Manchester.” Inside the Magazine are three different stories I wrote as a PR assistant, about the
experiences of first-generation college students at Manchester College and the resources the
College provides to help these students succeed. I interviewed dozens of students, alumni,
faculty members, and a counselor at Manchester for the project. I flip to the first story and begin
reading:

“I feel like I'm living two different lives,” says math major Natalie Collar 11, a regular
on the Dean’s List. “One includes attending courses, studying all the time, sharing enjoyable
experiences with friends and growing as an individual. The other picks up when I visit home on
the weekends or during holidays.”

May graduate Amber Richey '10 was the first to break the chain of factory careers in her
family. “I frequently feel cognitive dissonance with my background values and the values I have
acquired while in college,” says Richey, who majored in psychology with minors in gerontology
and peace studies. “I grew up in a very small town and coming to college was difficult because

of that narrow viewpoint I had. Now that I am back home from school, 1 find it difficult to uphold
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my new values and understanding of the world because I am back in my community. As much as
1 struggle with it, I know my family struggles as well because I am not the same person they sent
off to college four years ago and I refuse to conform back.”

Management and marketing double major John Sharp ’12 moved with his family to a
south Indianapolis mobile home community during middle school. “The whole situation of living
in a trailer park was difficult because people knew and made judgments without really knowing
me,” says Sharp. He strives to make his tight-knit family a part of his college life. My most
difficult challenge I struggle with on a daily basis is trying to share with them what I am learning
in the classroom.”

I skip ahead:

“Some first-generation and low-income students face serious hurdles. We look for
evidence of the skills that allow them to overcome those barriers,” says Dave McFadden 82,
executive vice president and enrollment expert. While the College considers all the usual criteria
— high school grades, test scores, class rank and recommendation letters — no single variable
predominates, McFadden explains.

The Manchester difference: When students are marginal — with scores, grades, and class
rank near the College’s red lines — Manchester considers responses by those students to six
questions based on the research of William Sedlacek, a scholar of non-cognitive assessment in
higher education. For example, successful applicants asked to write about a passion will reveal
creativity and curiosity. The admissions committee looks for personal growth, perseverance,
intellectual curiosity, empathy and other traits that will serve students well in college.

I flip a few pages and discover a picture of me in my cap and gown, mom and grandma

on each side. I remember the anxiety I felt when Jeri asked for permission to publish the photo. I
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told her “I’m embarrassed by my teeth, especially my snaggletooth that is prominent in the
picture.” She assured me she will “fix” it. My snaggletooth doesn’t appear in the Magazine. It is
digitally altered, smeared together with other teeth.

At USF, I find support for writing about my lived experience and telling stories. For my
final paper in Health Communication, I interview my mom about the connection between our
teeth and social class.

Teeth Tales*

Movies, TV commercials, billboards, magazines, professors, doctors, lawyers, my
friends, my friend’s families, my students, my colleagues, professional athletes, President
Obama. . . it seems everywhere I look I see straight, white teeth. Well, not everywhere. All
have to do is go home and chat with my family or almost any poor or working-class family in
America to find teeth that our culture says are not worth smiling about. The American Dental
Dream, the desire for teeth whiter than the bald eagle’s head and stronger and straighter than the
white picket fence surrounding the dream home, is a national ethos as difficult to achieve for the
working poor as the other American Dream. And just like the other American Dream, it is a story
of social mobility built on appearances. As George Carlin (2005) said, “It’s called the American
Dream because you have to be asleep to believe it.”

My mom and I grew up in working-poor families, unable to afford the dental care needed
for straight, white teeth. Every one of her crooked, decayed teeth was replaced with dentures at
the age of 42. Only her family and close friends know her teeth are made of acrylic resins, not
calcium. To others, she has achieved the American Dental Dream. Her teeth might be fake, but

her smile is real. I also know what it feels like to be embarrassed by my teeth: a crowded,

2% Selections represented from Hodges, N. (2015). The American dental dream. Health
Communication, 30, 943-950.
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crooked mouthful with a rebellious snaggletooth. No matter how often I brush, I can’t scrub
away my working-class roots. Through conversations with my mom a different story emerged
than the dentist—patient compliance story that condemns us for poor personal choices. The stories
we shared are about our culture’s emphasis on straight, white teeth as a marker of social status
and the high cost of paying for teeth like these.

We live in a culture telling us daily that our teeth should be straight and white. In a 1966
study, researchers provided 1,862 Americans the following scenario:

The Green family had been saving money for a long time to buy their house. They have

finally found one they like and can afford. But their thirteen year-old son has begun to be

self-conscious because his teeth are so crooked. When they go to see the dentist, he says
that the teeth can and should be straightened. This would use most of their savings and

they could not meet the down payment on their house. (Linn, p. 290)

What would you do?

Eighty percent of participants chose to straighten the kid’s teeth. The American Dental
Dream over the American dream home. Participants who had the lowest amount of education
were most likely to say they would straighten the child’s teeth because of appearance (Linn,
1966, p. 292), perhaps to have the child pass as not poor by “communicating in ways that hide or
deny [their] identity” (Orbe, 2013, p. 203), since teeth have become another socially constructed
category for demarcating the poor from the rich (Toner, 1998). This is a 1966 study, too. Only a
few generations ago, people expected to lose their teeth, and dentures were the norm, especially
for the working class. Now more Americans are keeping their natural teeth into old age

(Douglass & Sheets, 2000).
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Economic structures created by our capitalist culture make it difficult for the working
poor to achieve the American Dental Dream. More than 4 in 10 Americans pay their dental bills
themselves (Florida, 2011), compared to only about 1 in 10 paying physician costs out-of-pocket
(Thomas, 2009). Most dental insurance requires costly co-payments and usually is not really
insurance at all, but more like a membership that allows people to have a discounted fee at the
dentist (Thomas, 2009). Medicare does not cover any dental costs, except under unusual
circumstances, and only about 20% of practicing dentists accept Medicaid (U.S. Department of
Health and Human Services Health Resources and Services Administration, 2013). Even fewer
devote a substantial part of their practices to working with poor and low-income patients. Braces
can cost anywhere from $3,500 to $10,000 (Oral-B, 2013) and are not typically covered by
insurance since they are generally associated with cosmetic procedures. Dental health and dental
aesthetics are different ideas, but aesthetically pleasing teeth have material consequences. Being
hired for a job where you make enough money to achieve the American Dental Dream can be
tied to whether you already have straight, white teeth. As the American Association of
Orthodontists website reads, “We live in a competitive world and a great smile can give you an
edge.” The same subtle advantages providing access to schools with well-paid teachers and
superior physical facilities also result in mouths with dazzling white, perfectly straight teeth
(Oldfield, 2007).

By sharing these teeth tales, I am an agent for renewed understanding and change. My
mom tells me how she struggles to cope with economic structures that inhibited us from
achieving the American straight and white ideal:

Growing up,

Grammaw just didn’t have the money
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to fix my teeth.

She had five kids to support

and utilities

and food

came first.

She done what she could.

The dentist told me

you and your brother both needed braces

but I didn’t have the money.

Me and your dad were both struggling

to make ends meet.

The way we understand, describe, and treat teeth is symbolic of our identity and society.
Ben Myers (2008) writes about being socialized into and performing straight and white identity
using the metaphor of straight, white teeth. But white privilege does not necessarily mean the
privilege of having a straight, white smile. Beautiful, jaw-dropping smiles inhabit the mouths of
all races and sexual orientations. How many poor or working class people do you see with
straight, white smiles?

My parents made sure I grew up straight by spending thousands of dollars to provide me

orthodontic care and the proper medical equipment to pull teeth and attach braces and

rubber bands and retainers to make sure that my teeth came out straight. (Myers, 2008, p.

163)

When you smile, you are letting us know who you are and where you come from—what

sort of advantages you do and do not have. Social class is about more than money. Social class
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writes itself on our bodies, influencing how we talk and walk, and what we look and feel like.
“In a country in denial about class divisions, a mangled mouth is the clearest indication of
second-class citizenship” (Thomas, 2009). My body reveals clues about social structures and
cultural ideals. My teeth are a “cultural billboard” (Spry, 2001, p. 719) composed of calcium,
money, family, education, my past and projected future (see Myers, 2008, p. 168). Despite being
a doctoral student, working-poor is still written on my body. My teeth tell the story of being
unable to afford orthodontic care.

*oHk

“Damn! Wished I didn’t hafta work tomorrow,” my stepbrother Caleb sighs, thinking
about his night shift loading paper into a printing press. “Shouldn’t we at least get a day off after
Christmas?”

“At least yer bringin’ in holiday pay,” Jeff replies. My stepdad spends his nights stacking
blocks of packaged cheese on wood pallets. “Bein’ an adult sucks dudn’t it?”

“What sucks is this TV show,” says Yub. “Turn it to the football game.”

As my family sits around the living room opening presents, the show Los¢ plays in the
background, detailing how survivors of a plane crash slowly uncover secrets about the island
they’re stuck on. Sawyer, one of the main characters, is on screen smiling, revealing his movie-
star teeth despite the fact he’s been on a deserted island for months.

“Sis, open that damn present already, I’m starvin’ to death!” Aunt Brenda complains. She
had all her teeth removed and replaced with dentures only a few days ago so eating solid food is
out of the question.

“Sorry, we don’t have any baby food,” Yub teases.
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“You little smartass!” she laughs, turning her attention back to the last present under the
tree. “C’mon, I wanna’ see what Dad gotchya,”” Brenda tells my mom.

Meanwhile, Jeff and Uncle Steve’s eyes are glued to the TV where a gorgeous sideline
reporter with teeth brighter than the white stripes of the referee’s uniform is holding a
microphone to the face of Green Bay Packers’ quarterback Aaron Rodgers. She asks him a
question about his game plan but when he talks I can’t take my eyes off his immaculate teeth.

Like nested dolls, Mom opens box after box before she gets to one about the size of her
mouth.

“Dad, what the heck is this?’ she asks as she struggles with the tape.

“Hell yer’ crazy if ya didn’t think I’s gonna make ya’ work for it!” Papaw says grinning.
There is a gap in the bottom half of his mouth where his teeth used to be, leaving no place for his
top row of dentures to rest.

“Help her get that tape off,” I say to Yub.

“How ’bout you tape your mouth shut?” he says.

“You’re about to get the snaggler in the skull,” I say, snarling my upper right canine at
him. The jagged, vampire- like tooth rests high in my gums and juts out in front of another tooth,
ready to attack.

“The snaggler’s ’bout to be on the floor,” he says making a fist.

It wouldn’t be the first time one of us had teeth, or pieces of teeth, knocked out. Our
mouths are more chipped than the pavement street my mom lives on, and Yub is missing half of
his front left tooth.

I help her with the tape and she opens the box to find a useless five-stick pack of

Winterfresh gum. Because she received a full mouth of dentures at 42, she is unable to chew it.
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“I thought it’d give ya’ somethin’ to do with your mouth besides talk,” Papaw teases.

“Dad, don’t make me take my teeth out and come over there. I won’t have nothin’ to lose
then.”

My younger cousin Hayden sprints down the hallway wearing yellow, rubber Billy Bob
teeth, a present from Santa this morning. He bumps into an end table and knocks off a picture of
Uncle Tim.

Uncle Tim didn’t make it to family Christmas this year. I pick up the picture and stare at
his red-scabbed face, gaunt frame, and scraggly hair. He stares back at me with a rare grin on his
face, revealing a mouth that looks like it’s been smashed with a hammer and tarred. The few
teeth that are left are corroded markers of the addiction that kept him awake during his night shift
factory job. I place the 5 % 7 back on the end table, reminiscing about the old Tim. Things
would’ve been different if he had money.

“Alright, I want a picture of everyone,” mom says. The groaning starts.

“You may have to take two to get all of me in the frame,” Jeff says, rubbing his belly
after a Santa-sized portion of turkey and noodles. We make our way to the front of the tree.

“Smile on three,” mom says, holding the camera in front of her face.

“Mom, the camera’s not zoomed in to the right place,” Yub says pointing at his face.

She laughs and focuses the camera on the family.

“One.”

I push my cheeks out a little, letting the ends of my lips curl up without opening my
mouth. Without baring my teeth the forced smile makes it look like I'm plotting something
devilish.

“Two.”
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On the TV, a Wal-Mart commercial plays showing several Wal-Mart clerks turning their
checkout lights on and off to the tune of Christmas music, all smiling with straight, snowy white
teeth.

“Three.”

Click. I’'m not smiling.

ok

Wal-Mart considered her [Caroline] for customer service manager and then promoted

someone else . . . The people who got promotions tended to have something that Caroline

did not. They had teeth. Her teeth had succumbed to poverty, to the years when she could

not afford a dentist. Most of them decayed and abscessed, and when she lived on welfare

in Florida, she had them all pulled in a grueling two-hour session that left her looking
bruised and beaten . . . No employer would ever admit to passing her over because she
was missing that radiant, tooth-filled smile that Americans have been taught to prize as
highly as their right to vote. Caroline had learned to smile with her whole face, a sweet
look that didn’t show her gums, yet it came across as wistful, something less than the
thousand-watt beam of friendly delight that the culture requires. (Shipler, 2004, pp. 52—
54)
*oHk

Growing up, I went to The Kids’ Dentist twice a year. The dentist office was a mixture of

pleasure and pain. Usually a dentist appointment meant I was missing school (pleasure), but

missing school to have sharp metal objects shoved in my mouth (pain).
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Stretching my mouth like silly putty, Dr. Winn and her assistants stick their hands of
knowledge and power into my working-poor mouth and poke at my teeth with sharp metal
toothpicks, spoons, and Captain Hook tools.

“Open wide,” she says, wedging a sharp metal drill in my mouth.

The spinning steel screeches against my teeth, attacking cavities embedded in my molars.

Floss is then wedged in between my crowded teeth, cutting the waxed filaments into my
gums until I taste blood. Not being a vampire, I am happy when the taste of my own blood is
sucked up through plastic hoses. Next, flavored toothpaste is rubbed on a chewy retainer and put
on my teeth for cleaning. I choose French vanilla from a menu of delicious flavors: bubble gum,
cherry cheesecake, chocolate, banana split, and other flavors that taste like the same sugary stuff
supposedly giving me cavities.

The pain is short-lived and intense, the metal tickling sensitive nerves in my mouth. The
pain experience taps into several of my senses: the burning smell of teeth being grinded; the raste
of tooth dust being sprayed in my mouth; the sound of a buzzsaw screeching through sheet
metal. Every time I visit the dentist I vow to never have a cavity or filling again. I brush
fanatically, up to five or six times a day. But every time I go to the dentist I have new cavities.
As Kenneth Oldfield (2007), who grew up in a working class family, says, “If you had weak
teeth, no matter how often you brushed, they still decayed and had to be extracted” (pp. 5-6).

ok

I pick up my pink-and-white toothbrush from the smiley-faced toothbrush holder my
mom bought me before I moved away for graduate school. The bristles on my $2 Colgate
toothbrush are fraying in all directions. I hold the brush in my mouth and grab my scrunched up

tube of Colgate Total whitening toothpaste. I unscrew the lid, revealing little dried chunks
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crusted onto the grooved end, and squeeze the tube from the bottom up with my thumb and index
finger. I take the toothbrush out and squeeze a big goop onto the frayed bristles. I brush softly
over my bottom back right molars since they have been sensitive lately. Most of them have
amalgam fillings, a mixture of different types of metal and liquid mercury that fill in the hole
where the dentist dug out a cavity. The working-poor are often left choosing between amalgam
or no fillings at all because alternative fillings are not covered by Medicaid. Despite being used
for more than 150 years, the fillings continue to be criticized about their potential for adverse
health effects because of the mercury (see McGrath, 2013).

I keep scrubbing my front teeth, trying to scratch away the plaque I know is there but
can’t see, like an ugly by-product of social class, invisible and destructive. As I continue
brushing I think about the lengths I’ve gone to brighten my smile. During my high school years,
my hometown Wal-Mart Supercenter oral health care aisle took quite a hit. I made sure to take
all the whitening strips out of the box and shove them in my pocket so I did not set off an alarm
as [ walked out the automatic doors.

I snarl my upper lip to continue the last part of my brushing ritual: cleaning the
snaggletooth. Resting high in my gums, this tooth bullies its way in front of my upper right
incisor. The incisor tries to hide behind the canine like a toddler in hide and seek, leaving half its
body exposed. I spit into the sink and glance at my teeth in the mirror. My bottom teeth cannot
stand in a straight line for the life of them—just a misbehaving, zig-zaggity mess. Some of my
teeth form a broad U-shape, where the middle has been ground down from other teeth. My left
front tooth contains a partial veneer, with a slightly longer left corner than the rest of the tooth

creating a downward slope. There are gaps in the back of my mouth where teeth used to be. The
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last time I went to the dentist, several years ago, I had my wisdom teeth removed without general
anesthetic in order to save money.
skksk

As I watch my friend Jerrod talking, my attention is not focused on the words he is saying
but instead the beautiful white barriers those words are escaping through. I envy his teeth. He
radiates confidence and warmth, the inspiration for clichés like “his smile lights up a room.”

Henson et al. (2011) showed 221 teenagers pictures of 10 volunteers’ smiles. Each
volunteer is shown two photos: an arrangement of teeth considered “ideal” and another
considered “not ideal.” “Ideal” arrangement referred to the American cultural desire: straight, not
chipped, crowded, or crooked. The researchers then asked the teenagers to answer questions
based on these photos. Those with culturally ideal smiles were perceived by teenagers as more
athletic, social, and better leaders.

skksk

Uncle Jim realigned and whitened his teeth as he became famous. During many of the
earlier photos before his realignment, he kept his mouth closed. It seems uncle Jim went to great
lengths to escape his past: legally changing his name, claiming to hail from “parts unknown,”
cutting off contact with his family, and straightening his teeth.

Those who have the money to straighten their teeth and choose not to do so disrupt
cultural expectations. Consider actor Steve Buscemi. His crowded, protruding teeth distinguish
him from most celebrities. Although he has also publicly acknowledged that his teeth have
helped land him certain roles, mostly as the oddball or bad guy, could you imagine Steve

Buscemi as the lead actor in a romantic-comedy? Could you imagine him in a Crest commercial?

skksk
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“I think people look at you differently when you have bad teeth or at least you feel like
they do,” my mom tells me on the phone. She continues:

1 hated my teeth growing up

I had absolutely no confidence

because of my teeth.

I was embarrassed to talk to people

because you know how they look at you

when you have a cold sore—

they’re lookin’ at your cold sore,

not you.

That’s how I felt.

My mom felt stigmatized because of her teeth. Ellis (1998) says minor bodily stigmas are
“involuntary characteristics perceived by self and/or others as undesirable. Sometimes people are
born with minor bodily stigmas, other times these attributes are acquired later in life” (p. 524).
My mom thought others viewed her teeth undesirably (whether they did or not), which has an
impact on how she lives her life. Sparkes (2012) discusses the shame and anxiety his father felt
about his dentures, and about the stigma of having teeth that marks himself as working-class:

His teeth were a source of deep anxiety and ongoing degradation. It was not long before

he was wearing a full set of dentures that became a constant reminder to him of his poor

background and a source of deep vulnerability and shame in terms of what was already a

fragile sense of masculinity (p. 176).

skksk
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My snaggletooth has been my biggest source of shame and embarrassment. I try to keep
the snaggletooth hidden beneath my lip but occasionally in a fit of laughter or a forced smile, it
will emerge, a photo bomb for any picture it is in. My snaggletooth haunts my smile.

Occasionally, I will bare my teeth for a straight-on camera shot, so as not to get a good
angle on the snaggler. I have an overbite so bad it seems like every time I close my mouth the
top half is going to eat the bottom half. When I am forced to open my mouth for the person
insistent on a serious smile, I make sure to extend the bottom half of my jaw forward so I can
stack my teeth. Organized photos, often a source of fun and pleasure for others, are an anxious
time for me. One photo in particular sticks out:

Lacey has my high school libido

dancing fast during slow songs.

Bright, pink Prom dress

snug against her bronze Venezuelan curves.

“Smile,” says the photographer.

Her moonlight smile

casts a shadow on my closed mouth.

Weeks later in the lunchroom,

she’s walking toward me frowning,

photos in hand.

She unloads:

“Why do you look upset? Are you angry? Are you not

happy with me?”

She’s upset I look upset,
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insecurely assuming

something must be wrong with her.

I’m too embarrassed to explain

why the ends of my lips look too heavy to lift.

We break up a few days later.
My mom had photo anxiety, too. She tells me:

“Any picture you see me in before my senior pictures,

I did not smile with my mouth open.

Not one picture.

You see my pictures now.

I’m always smiling

Everybody says how beautiful my teeth are now.

I smile without hesitation.

Nobody at work knows I got fake teeth.

Everybody thinks these are my real teeth.

It lets me be the person I wanted to be.”

skksk

I rinse my toothbrush, put it back in the holder, and dry my hands on the towel hanging
over my shower curtain. I grab my bottom left incisor and wiggle it, noticing it felt a bit tender
when I was brushing. As a child I would try my hardest to pry my teeth out so I could collect
money from the Tooth Fairy. I would wait excitedly in bed with my tooth under the pillow and
my parents would say, “He won’t come if you’re still awake.” In typical American fashion, the

Tooth Fairy came for a business deal: a few bucks for a piece of my docile body. It is a cultural
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myth based on the idea of capitalistic exchange. I wonder though, what did the Tooth Fairy do
with all of those teeth? Did he deposit them in a tooth bank where they collected interest and
made him rich, like the orthodontists who removed my mom’s teeth, averaging more than
$300,000 annually (Berenson, 2007)?

According to the latest Delta Dental Tooth Fairy Poll, 90% of American homes are
visited by the Tooth Fairy and the average payment per tooth is $2.42, a 15% gain since last year
(Delta Dental, 2013). Adjusting for inflation, that nighttime tooth-napper still owes me at least
$10, and if broken pieces of teeth are accepted for half-price, then a lot more. This may sound
like a fairy tale, but the ideology has materialized in America: We pay a price for our teeth. And
if you are a member of the working-poor, the price is too high.

“If I won the first thing I’d do is fix my teeth,” my brother says as he scratches off a
lottery ticket.

“Me too,” I reply, scratching off my $5 Hoosier Millionaire with a penny.

We both lose.

*oHk

Standing in front of the bathroom mirror, I run my tongue along the back of my crowded
bottom teeth, and prepare to present “The American Dental Dream.” My hands tremble as I get
ready to talk to a group of “serious” academics about the Tooth Fairy and my snaggletooth, but I
hope my vulnerability will invite others to share their teeth tales. Stories have a funny way of
leading to more stories.

The article from which this chapter was drawn has been through months of revisions
following feedback from journal reviewers, colleagues, my girlfriend, and my mom. Most of the

people I have talked to about the article acknowledge they have never noticed anything “wrong”
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with my teeth and a few mentioned how they love my smile. Hearing these comments about my
teeth has at times, left me “feeling ashamed for feeling ashamed about a seemingly trivial
blemish” (Ellis, 1998, p. 526). I also wonder if in my writing I have made the issue “bigger than
life,” about a “blemish so small that [I] shouldn’t care; at the same time, it is so big that it
prevents [me] from measuring up to the images of perfection [ am] encouraged to seek” (pp.
526-527).

As much as I would like to see immediate structural and cultural changes, I am not
getting my hopes up. Dental care is not high on the health care policymakers’ list of concerns, as
it represents less than 5% of all health care spending (Thomas, 2009). This is partially because
those in Washington who make decisions that impact working-poor teeth “tend to come from the
segment of the population that has not experienced [these] type[s] of problem[s]. And if you’ve
never had a toothache, you’ve never had a toothache” (Thomas, 2009). It is hard to understand
how teeth can strongly impact a person’s life, when you are in a position to take your teeth for
granted. And even though most public health dentists say that dialing back the obsession with
aesthetics would allow them to better serve a broader population, about 50% of a dentist’s annual
income is from elective aesthetic procedures, so dentists profit from the vanity and anxiety most
Americans have about their teeth (Thomas, 2009). So, how do my mom and I cope with crooked,
crowded teeth, paradoxically turning them into something to be valued (Ellis, 1998)? What
agency do we have when we are unable or unwilling to buy into the American Dental Dream?

Bud Goodall (2005) says, “A comic perspective helps. Or at least it has helped me. It’s
not so much a cure for the past as it is an attitude toward it. And attitude can help get you
through the night by not taking yourself and your own misery so seriously” (p. 509). Even before

this writing, I was comfortable discussing my teeth, through reframing the narrative (Kiesinger,
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2002) I tell about them by using humor. During my high school years, I began treating my
snaggletooth as a separate entity, naming it “The Boston Snaggler” (named after the infamous
Boston Strangler). I would tease friends, and sometimes strangers, that The Snaggler had a mind
of his own, as I snarled the tooth at them. I externalized the embarrassing tooth, “objectifying
and personifying the problem in [my] life that [I] experience[d] as painful and oppressive”
(Kiesinger, 2002, p. 108). This shift from a tragic teeth tale that constructs me as a victim, to an
empowered teeth tale, makes people laugh and projects me as unique and confident. I inherited
this comic perspective from my mother, who has also been able to reframe the stories she tells
about her teeth as seen in the family Christmas narrative. Some mornings she walks around our
house singing without her dentures in.

When externalizing the story I tell about my teeth, I view it with some emotional
distance. Bergson (1911) tells us comedy requires “a momentary anesthesia of the heart” and
encourages us to “look upon life as a disinterested spectator: many a drama will turn into
comedy” (p. 5). However, this reframing is an emotionally dynamic process and at times,
especially when I am supposed to give a “serious” smile for the camera, these feelings of
embarrassment return. A tragic frame is one in which we forget that we are looking at the world
through a frame. We associate our frame of the experience as the experience. We feel stuck,
hopeless. Agency means being able to reframe the cultural narratives we are given about teeth. A
comic corrective (Burke, 1984) allows us to take charge of our own story again (Parry, 1991) and
“presents a world without pain . . . an abstraction from the tragic dimension of human existence”

(Berger, 1997, p. 210).
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Sharing Teeth Tales

“«Before we begin our discussion, please get out your copy of the article and your body
part story.” The students in my Writing Lives class get out their paper copies of my article, “The
American Dental Dream” (Hodges, 2015), and their writing assignment — a personal story about
a body part. I scan my first page while waiting:

The cultural desire for straight, white teeth — is difficult, if not impossible, for poor and

working-class people to achieve. In this autoethnography, I brush away the taken-for-

granted assumptions about teeth, exploring the personal, relational, and structural
consequences of this cultural desire, and showing how social class writes itself on our

bodies. I write these teeth tales to show how one might cope with their teeth (p. 943).

“I share my autoethnography with you, not only as a model for your own paper, but to
show you I am also a human being with personal struggles and insecurities. I’d be interested in
hearing your connections, stories, questions, criticisms, grade-boosting praise.” Several students
laugh. “What’d you all think?”

“I really like it,” Jessica says. “Thanks. What’d you like about it?”

“I related to it. I grew up with messed up teeth, and I was always so embarrassed by
them. I wouldn’t smile in photos or talk in class. It seemed all my friends had perfect teeth. But
my parents couldn’t afford braces. Once I finally had the money I fixed my teeth.” I wince at her
use of ‘perfect’” and ‘fixed’ teeth, implying her teeth were a problem, instead of the problem

being the idea of perfect teeth, but I stay quiet and let her story be.

** This section adapted from: Berry, K., & Hodges, N. (2015). Naked Teaching: Uncovering
Selves in the Reflexive Classroom. Journal of Education, 62, 59-83.
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“I saw myself in the story, too,” Heather adds. “I hadn’t realized how little I thought
about teeth until I read the article, but you’re right — our teeth are connected to our social class
and we make class judgments about people based on their teeth. Even I do.”

“I worked at a dentist’s office for seven years and this American Dental Dream is real,”
Anna adds. “We’re so obsessed with these perfect movie star teeth. I remember how patients
would tear up with joy when they saw their dental transformation for the first time.”

“Thank you all for sharing your connections,” I say. “I believe this idea of ‘perfect teeth’
several of you alluded to is an illusion. The American Dental Dream is a cultural desire for
perfect teeth that can never be achieved.*® You’re led to believe your teeth can always look
better. The idea of which teeth are desirable, perfect, or normal, is a cultural ideal and tends to be
circularly defined. It’s not inevitable and could be otherwise (Hacking, 1999). But this cultural
desire is powerful. How many people in here have had braces?”

All but two students raise their hands. “And how many of you are completely happy with
your teeth?” No one raises their hands. “So braces didn’t solve the insecurities with your teeth.
You are led to believe your teeth need fixed, and can look better. This deficit discourse (Gergen,
1997) is what keeps the capitalist engine running. We create problems needing ‘fixed’ by
introducing new products and services. Just think about how the introduction of whitening strips
and braces changed how we understand teeth.”

“After reading your article I went and immediately whitened my teeth,” says Melissa. “I

know this is the opposite of what you hoped but the pressure never seems to end.”

*® As human beings we “face the pragmatic challenge of figuring out how to dwell securely in
the space between the rottenness of perfection and the rottenness of imperfection” (Bochner,
2012, p. 4).
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“I hate to be the outlier here but I have straight, white teeth and I’ve never had any
orthodontics,” one of my favorite students, Dustin, responds. “This seems to be a sweeping
generalization. I don’t really see the connection between social class and teeth.”

“Well I do say in the article that straight, white teeth that meet the cultural ideal requires
good genetics or a lot of money. However, many people have some sort of dental intervention.
Look at how many people have had braces in here.”

“That’s why I think your story is relatable,” says Josh. “I had braces but I still have
insecurities about my teeth even after my parents spent thousands of dollars on them.”

“Many of us have these minor bodily insecurities (Ellis, 1998) we rarely talk about and
we each find our own ways of coping with them,” I say. “When we share our stories with others
we can feel a little less alone in these insecurities.”

“I felt that connection reading your article,” says Tara. “I had horrible acne in high school
and we weren’t allowed to wear makeup in my school. I was so embarrassed. I felt like all
anyone could see was my acne. It’s like how your mom described her teeth in the article.”

“I felt the same way about my ears,” Derron adds. “They’re so big and kids used to make
fun of me, calling me ‘Dumbo’, like the elephant. But then when I found out how to wiggle
them, everyone wanted to see my tricks.”

“No way,” lan says. “Show us!” We laugh as he wiggles his ears up and down.

“That’s great you found a way to reframe something you were embarrassed by into
something you embrace and makes you unique,” I say.

“I related too,” Natalie says. The bridge of my nose is pronounced and every time I’'m

around my grandma she makes comments about it. She even offers to pay for plastic surgery to
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get it fixed.” Several students gasp. “But I’ve grown to love it. It holds my glasses up nicely,”
she says grabbing her frames. Several students laugh.

“People make judgments about my nose,” Lance adds. “People say I have a Jewish nose.
I identify as Christian but my dad is Jewish, and I felt in some ways this was an attack on him.”

“I really connected,” says Lacey. “I have a slight eye misalignment called
pseudostrabismus.” Basically my left eye is about two degrees off from my right, making me
appear cross-eyed. After reading your story, I realized my eye affects my life in ways I wasn’t
aware of, like realizing I don’t have any selfies online because it’s most noticeable in pictures.
Now I want to write my autoethnography about my pseudostrabismus, though a part of me feels
it’s a minor problem and writing a 20-page paper about it is blowing it out of proportion.” As she
talks, I realize I’'m staring at her eyes and look down at my article instead.

“Wow, thank you so much for sharing,” I say. “Your comment reminds me about the
double binds of discussing minor bodily stigmas. For example, many of you may have never
even noticed my teeth before reading this essay, but I’'m guessing many of you tried to get a peek
at them today.” The class laughs, my humor resonating. “Other responses?”’

“I admire how you used humor to cope with your teeth. Like how you named your
snaggletooth and snarled it at people,” Erick says. The class laughs. “I also admire your honesty,
like how you write about stealing whitening strips from Wal-Mart.”

“Yes, your teacher has broken the law,” I joke nervously. “Most stores now have them
locked behind glass cases because so many people were stealing them.”

“This discussion has made me realize we all have something we’re insecure about and
afraid to talk about it, making that insecurity even more powerful in our minds,” Erick says.

“Yes, and I hope my openness inspired you to be open with your own stories.”
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Hands shoot up in the air. “Your story made me think about...
“. .. the moles on my arms.”
. the stretch marks on my boobs.”
. the gap between my front teeth.”
. the scar on my lip.”
. my obesity and how I use humor to cope with my insecurity.”

The stories pour out.

skksk

The vulnerability I show in sharing insecurities about my teeth invites others to share
their own insecurities. I also share my stories with students as a way of bringing up the difficult
conversation of social class. I am able to establish my working-class identity in the classroom by
sharing my stories. I am able to get students to think critically about classism and class
inequality. Through storytelling, I am able to bring the language of the working-class into
academia in a way that honors and respects it. This kind of language wasn’t allowed in my early
education. It was considered “incorrect” or “inappropriate.” Now I get the chance to bring my

family’s stories into the classroom and show students they aren’t incorrect or inappropriate.
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CHAPTER EIGHT:

A MULTI-VOICED ACADEMIC CONFERENCE TALE

As I gained confidence in my storytelling ability, I began submitting articles for
publication and presenting stories at conferences. In my third year at USF, I invite my mom and
mother and grandma to the 100™ annual National Communication Conference to watch me
present two papers. This is their first time at an academic conference. I feel ambivalent about my
family coming into this academic context where they will see me talk about social mobility on a
Blue-Collar Scholar panel. My hope is the conference experience will bring us closer together by
introducing them to what it is I do as an academic.

In this chapter, I present a multi-voiced narrative of the Blue Collar Scholar panel that
includes in-scene descriptions from me and written reflections from others who I describe below.
One of the central struggles for me is how to negotiate my working-class and academic identities
without hurting my family’s feelings and without damaging my academic relationships. I also
show the tensions that arise when those we write about are right there in front of us. Should I as
Ellis (2007) says, “Write as if my participants will be in the audience” (p. 215)?

Characters: Nathan Hodges (doctoral student at University of South Florida); Krystal
Bresnahan (Nathan’s ex-girlfriend and USF doctoral student); Dustin Briggs (Nathan’s best
friend and Southern Illinois University-Carbondale doctoral student); Tasha Rennels (USF

doctoral student and Blue-Collar Scholar panelist); Nathan’s mom; Nathan’s Grandma (he refers

www.manaraa.com



166

to her as ‘Grammaw’); Linda Scholz, Daniel Strasser, Richard Jones (Blue-Collar Scholar
panelists); Ken Hillis (Blue-Collar Scholar Chair); Audience members.

Narrative style: This is a multi-voiced reflective text involving actual written responses
from me, my mom, grandma, Krystal, Dustin, and Tasha. After the Convention, I collect
responses from these people through email, asking each to write a short reflection on their
conference experience, particularly focusing on the Blue-Collar Scholar panel. The story is
presented using these post-NCA reflections woven into my in-scene descriptions. I include each
individual’s own words (with slight editing for clarity). I arrange their responses in sequence to
create a coherent, linear narrative.

Blue-Collar Scholar Panel

Dustin: When we [Dustin, Krystal, Mom, Grandma] were waiting in the hallway for your
first panel to start, they [Mom, Grandma] didn’t understand the competitive paper process, and
asked Krystal and I about how it worked. Once it was explained to them, it increased their
appreciation for your accomplishment. They may not have understood the utility of paper panels
(and sometimes I don't either) but they definitely appreciated that their boy had something to say,
that they were involved in what you had to say, and that what you had to say mattered to this
group of academics enough that they wanted others to hear it. [ imagined them sitting in the
bleachers during one of your late season wrestling matches. They knew now that you only made
it this far because of your effort, and in some ways that effort reflects them.

Krystal: You were practicing before the first presentation and your grandma asked me,
“Is he always this nervous? I’ve never seen him get like this.” I said, “No, I think it probably has
something to do with you being here. He wants to impress you.” She said, “Oh, he doesn’t have

to do that. He impresses us every day. We’re just so happy to be here.”
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Nathan: I sit on the toilet editing my paper, only about ten minutes from presentation

time. I cross out this sentence to lessen the feeling of ambivalence in the presentation: “Striving

beth-> I read through the rest of the paper imagining myself saying these words out loud to my

family, hearing the story through their ears. I delete the original ending, which focuses on the
tensions I feel in the presence of my family.

I flush, walk to the presentation room, and set my stuff down at the far end of the table.
Mom, grandma, Krystal, and Dustin are sitting in front of me a few rows away. Mom and
grandma are beaming with pride. The small room is a little less than half full. If these four left, it
would look quite empty. As I say hello to the other panelists I notice how they are dressed. I
spent about a half-hour this morning trying not to look like an academic. I wear my blue jeans
and high top Converse shoes, but I cave in and opted for a long-sleeve shirt with a V-neck
sweater over it. I contemplated for a long time wearing my black short-sleeve t-shirt. I

2.

purposefully try not to “dress up. ”*” During other conferences, I’ve worn shorts and a t-shirt, and
I usually dress this way to teach.

Had I shown up at my presentation wearing blue jeans and my “This guy needs a beer” t-
shirt, I bet many of the audience members would’ve been saying, “Who the hell is this guy? He’s

"9

not one of us!” Hey! I did need a beer! It was stuffy in there. Too many ties, V-necks, black-
rimmed glasses, and brown pointy shoes. Look around at NCA and you’ll see there is an implicit

dress code, and it’s not how my family dresses.

" Notice how “up” implies a higher value.
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Tasha introduces the first presenter, Linda Scholz, and the title of her presentation, Back
and forth, forth and back: Rooting my Guatemalan and United States working class, political,
and transnational presence(s).” 1 already want to distance myself from this group. I’'m not like
her mom and grandma. I don’t use those highfalutin words. I keep it real. Linda continues her
presentation: “Using performative ethnography, I bring this visual instantiation to life by sharing
how transnationalism has informed my working class and academic presences in Guatemala and
the United States.”

My family is probably thinking, What the hell did she just say? Actually, so am 1. Too
much unnecessary abstract theory and too many long, jargon-y words that seem more concerned
with sounding academic than clarifying meaning. Writing like a scholar “seems to consist mostly
of obscuring ideas rather than communicating them” (Lawler, 1995, p. 58). I look over at mom
and grandma. Mom is scrunching her whole face, like she’s trying to vacuum in some meaning
from Linda’s words. I don’t think it’s working. Grandma has a glazed-over look on her face. She
sees me looking at her, smiles, and winks.

A moment later, Linda’s voice cracks as she tells a story about guerilla fighters
destroying her family’s village. I look back at mom and grandma who are on the verge of tears.
Here is something they can connect with — stories and raw emotions.

Dustin: Your