Working Hard and Hardly Paid: Interviews with Hourly Staff at a Catholic College

By Chelsea Gulling

Undergraduate

Saint Mary’s College

cgulli01@saintmarys.edu
December 11, 2006

Advisor: Susan Alexander

salexand@saintmarys.edu
574-284-4728

Abstract

The living wage movement backed by the Catholic Church asserts that all workers should be paid enough to maintain a healthy and humane standard of living.  Papal teaching calls for Catholic institutions to serve as examples for secular institutions by implementing living wage policies for their workers.  This research consists of twelve in-depth interviews with hourly wage staff members at Saint Mary’s College in Notre Dame, IN regarding their experiences with the college and as low wage workers.  By applying Marxist theories about the exploitation of the worker under a capitalistic society, I examine the attitudes of modern low-wage workers at a small Catholic institution and find that most of the hourly wage staff are struggling in their daily lives to acquire sufficient resources necessary for survival.
Working Hard and Hardly Paid: Interviews with Hourly Staff at a Catholic College
In 1938, a minimum wage law was implemented in the United States to ensure that every full-time worker could attain the basic needs for survival.  However, since 1997 the value of the dollar has decreased by 18% while the federal minimum wage has remained at $5.15 an hour (Boushey and Schmitt 2005: 1).  For a full-time worker, this is an annual salary of $10,300, a sum well below the national poverty line of $16,600 for a family of three (Department of Health and Human Services 2006).  Therefore, the wealth gap has continued to increase at the expense of the working class (Whiteis 2000).  Theorist Karl Marx attributed this type of wealth gap to the relentless expansion of capitalism in modern society. 

            In stark contrast to capitalism, Catholic social teaching and Papal documentation assert that a full time worker “must be paid a wage sufficient to support him and his family” (Pope Pius XI 1931:9).  However, this notion of a living wage
 is not practiced by all of the Church’s own institutions.  When Catholic institutions dismiss their own moral obligation to the worker, it provides ground for other public and private sectors to ignore basic human rights as well.  In South Bend, Indiana, the living wage is set at $13.30 per hour for one adult and one child (West Arete Computing).  With an all women student population of 1,500, Saint Mary’s College in Notre Dame, IN, a Catholic, liberal arts college, has not adopted a living wage policy, in effect its hourly staff start at far less then a livable salary.  Through in-depth interviews of hourly staff at a Catholic College, this research will argue that capitalism is infiltrating all social institutions, thus explaining the failure of Saint Mary’s College to implement a Living Wage Policy.

MARX AND MODERN LABOR

In the mid-1800’s, the developed world saw an enormous explosion of technological advances.  This explosion engineered a worldwide economic shift from local agriculture to the widespread division of labor, giving birth to the foundation of global capitalism. Consequently, this prompted theorist Karl Marx’s analysis of the production of goods and services which became the main source of survival for every social class.  Marx (1848) believed that the development of a capitalistic economy allowed for only two social classes to emerge: the Bourgeoisie, landowners who control all societal wealth and power and the Proletariats who own little but their labor and, therefore, must sell themselves as a commodity to the Bourgeoisie.  Although capitalism forces these groups to remain in constant conflict, it also requires each social class to depend entirely on the other for survival (Marx 1948). 

The Bourgeoisie recognize their need for Proletariat labor and in order to ensure long-term allegiance, they must maintain absolute social and political power by making laborers slaves of capitalism.  Members of the Proletariat class are “not only are slaves of the Bourgeoisie class, and of the Bourgeoisie state; they are daily and hourly enslaved by the machine, by the over-looker, and, above all, by the individual bourgeois manufacturer himself” (Marx (1848:17).  The Bourgeoisie enslaves the Proletariat in two ways; first through a control of resources and then by reducing and by the human laborer to a measly commodity.  

The Bourgeoisie’s main method of controlling social resources is through the careful calculation of the Proletariat’s wages (Marx 1948).  The Bourgeoisie pays the laborer only enough for basic survival so they may at least “continue [their] slavish existence”, this way the Bourgeoisie ensures that the Proletariat will be capable of continued labor (Marx 1848:22).  In addition, through controlling wages, workers are forced to remain absolutely dependent on the production process because for the impoverished Proletariat, a ‘slavish’ salary is better than no salary (Marx 1867).

The second way the Bourgeoisie force workers into slavery is by reducing them to a commodity because they are given no other economic option but to sell their labor.  When a worker becomes a commodity owned by the Bourgeoisie, they are completely stripped of their individual character and humanness and are reduced to nothing but an “appendage of the machine” (Marx 1848:16).  

Like a machine, the worker must continuously perform the same mindless tasks day after day, moving faster and faster.  However for the Proletariat, increased experience and skill does not mean an increased salary.  Instead of “raising with the progress of the industry”, the worker “becomes all the poorer the more wealth he produces, the more his production increases in power and range.  The worker becomes an even cheaper commodity the more commodities he creates” (Marx 1848:22 and 1844:20).  The worker is expected to continue producing the product at an increased speed without an increased salary.  Therefore, while the Bourgeoisie get richer, the modern laborer “sinks deeper and deeper below the conditions of existence into his own class.  He becomes a pauper” (Marx 1848:22).  Essentially, the worker is laboring every day with no possibility of elevating their economic condition for themselves or their descendants, thus, perpetuating downward mobility.


Marx (1848) developed his theory over one hundred and fifty years ago upon the initial emergence of capitalism, however, he predicted capitalism would continue to expand until every institution in the whole world was infected.  He stated, “The need of a constantly expanding market for its products chases the Bourgeoisie over the whole surface of the globe.  It must nestle everywhere, settle everywhere, establish connections everywhere” (1848:13).  Just as Marx predicted in the nineteenth century, capitalism has succeeded in expanding to most institutions, even religious institutions like the Catholic Church.

LITERATURE REVIEW

The Living Wage: A Review of Catholic Social Doctrine


Eight years after the death of Karl Marx in 1883, Pope Leo XIII wrote his encyclical, Rerum Novarum, on capital and labor because he felt it was finally time to “speak on the condition of the working class” (Pope Leo XIII, 1891).  With this speech, Pope Leo made the Catholic Church the “first religious community to stand up for living wages” (Quigley 2006:12).  This encyclical promotes several rights for workers.  First, the Pope asserts, “every man has by nature the right to possess property as his own” (Pope Leo XIII 1981).  Here, he advocates private ownership for all workers, believing that ownership of land is one main proponent differentiating human being and animal.  
Like Marx, the Pope believes that when capitalism starts to dominate a society, class conflict begins (Pope Leo 1981).  Regardless, the Pope notes that it is not natural for classes to be hostile to other classes.  He stated, “Capital cannot do without labor nor labor without capital,” and believes that the two should be able to agreeably work together.  

The Pope devotes a great deal of attention to the wages an employer should pay his employees.  He states that unions should be formed in order to ensure that the worker is able to maintain his rights.  

Let the working man and the employer make free arrangements, and, in particular let them agree freely to the wages; nevertheless there underlines a dictate of natural justice more imperious and ancient than any bargain between man and man, namely that wages ought not to be insufficient to support a frugal and well-behaved wage-earner.  If through necessity or fear of a worse evil the workman accept harder conditions because an employer or contractor will afford him no better, he is made the victim of force and injustice (Pope Leo XIII 1891).

Pope Leo XIII mimics Marx’s earlier theoretical analysis of the worker/employer relationship.  By examining how the onset of the industrial revolution demoted the worker to Proletariat status, the Pope realized even a modest living standard is hard for the worker to achieve (Worland 2001 110:15). This encyclical is considered the birth of the Living Wage movement and Catholic Social thought (Sadowsky 1983).  Every Pope since that time has produced doctrine regarding the living wage issue: defending the rights of the worker and calling for all institutions to pay a living wage to their workers.  The living wage movement within the Catholic Church gained national attention in the 1990’s, most likely in response to the growing wage differentiation between socio-economic classes in the United States.

 The Low Wage Worker
 
As the wage differential in the United States continues to grow between rich proprietors and the poor who work for them, qualitative research is emerging that addresses the economic realities of the working poor.  Researchers (Edin and Lein 1997; Johnson 2002; Morris and Western 1999; and Rubin 1976) are interested in issues such as how low-wage workers obtain jobs, social influencers contributing to low-wage workers economic position, how low-wage workers spend their earnings, the amount of government subsidy low-wage workers receive, and whether or not workers benefit from union membership at their low-wage jobs.



Researchers have examined how childhood experience effects the low-wage worker. After conducting interviews with working-class families in the 70’s, Rubin (1976:23-25) found that 47% of informants came from homes with varying degrees of instability; factors included one or more of the following: an alcoholic parent, divorced or deserted household and time spent in an institution or foster home.  Twenty years later, Johnson (1997:162) found that 67% of low-wage informants came from unstable childhood homes where they were surrounded by alcoholism, domestic violence or mental illness.  In addition, 19% of informants were victims of sexual abuse as children.  These findings show a 20% increase in unstable childhood homes for the working class in just 20 years.  Children who lack stability at home cannot be expected to excel in an academic setting, and without sufficient schooling the cycle of low-wage employment is frequently perpetuated.  


The high rates of instability at home may contribute to the elevated high school dropout rates among low-wage workers.  Johnson (1997:285) found that for low-wage workers, the more economically stable the family, the more education the child receives.  This applies to all levels of education.  Research also shows that the level of a child’s education depends greatly on the level of the parent’s education.  Johnson (1997) found that an individual’s success in school is still best predicted by his or her parent’s social class.  She refers to education as the main mechanism for the “reproduction” of social class.  Johnson (1997:185-200) also found that the working poor drop out of high school at a greater rate then their middle or upper class peers.  She (1997) attributes this primarily to the following reasons: pregnancy, marriage, failure of grade level, or a desire to avoid racial conflict.


Once an individual drops out of high school, the chance of obtaining a job with a livable wage dramatically declines (Morris and Western 1999:633-35).  Most high school dropouts start a family at a much younger age the high school graduates (Johnson 1997:185-200).  Once children are born, the cost of living for the family will greatly increase, making it very hard for low-wage workers to build any wealth or savings. 

Previous research has analyzed spending patterns among working class families.  Edin and Lein (1997) found that single, full-time working class mothers cannot make enough money to cover their modest monthly living expenses.  Edin and Lein (1997:108) found that the single women they interviewed consistently spent more money then they earned on a monthly basis.  Many of the women were able to cover the supplementary costs with the help of family, friends, or a charitable boyfriend.  However, if the women did not have this monetary support from their social networks, they were forced to generate revenue through illegal activity, working overtime, or by receiving government aid (Edin and Lein 1997). 

Previous literature reveals that union membership status greatly affects an employee’s salary.  Mellow (1981) found that individuals who become union members experience an average wage increase of 7.5%, while those who relinquish their membership encounter an average wage decline of 7%.   

My research will add to this existing literature by exploring the way in which childhood, educational and family experiences influence the life chances of the low-wage worker and how community support is valued in financial emergencies.  In addition, I will research the motivating factors behind low-wage workers decision to remain employed at their specific low-wage jobs.
METHODS 

To determine the experience of hourly staff at Saint Mary’s College, detailed personal accounts are essential.  For that purpose, this research is based on in-depth interviews of twelve full-time hourly staff members employed by Saint Mary’s College during the fall semester of the 2006-2007 academic year.


In September of 2006, Saint Mary’s College employed 153 hourly staff members.  For the purpose of this research, 12 hourly staff members were selected from each of the three shifts
 at Saint Mary’s College (See Appendix A) using the snowball sampling method.  This method was utilized in order to gain entrance into a community to which otherwise I would not be invited.  According to Neuman (2003:545), “snowball sampling” is a type of purposeful sampling in which one interview is taken and, once trust is established between the informant and researcher, the informant may identify other individuals within the particular community.  The process is then repeated again and again until the sampling frame is completed.  For this research, two people acted as “gatekeepers,” meaning once I was able to gain their trust, they introduced me to other employees whom they thought would be good candidates for the interview procedure.   


Eleven of the twelve respondents were Caucasian while one respondent was of a multiracial background.  All interviewees were between the ages of 25 and 64 years of age.  Nine of the informants were female while three informants were male (See Appendix A).  

The hourly staff members were individually interviewed over a three week period from late October to early November, 2006.  Each interview ranged from sixty to eighty minutes in length.  An interview schedule consisting of 32 open ended questions pertaining to participants’ personal history, work experience at Saint Mary’s College and current financial situation was utilized.  The interviews were voice recorded and later transcribed for accuracy.  All interviews were conducted on Saint Mary’s College campus in a secluded location of the participant’s choice during their work period or lunch break.  

While the “snowball sampling method” was necessary for this type of research, both strengths and weaknesses can be noted.  First, prior to the interview process, I was not an accepted member of the hourly wage community, this was observed by the way that participants related to me, the researcher.  It became apparent that the staff members were conscious of using grammatically correct language at the beginning of the interviews and were cautious to omit slang works from their dialogues.  One employee apologized to me at the beginning of our meeting for using incorrect subject/verb agreement.  However, after a few minutes of conversing about shared experiences, participants became comfortable speaking with me as a peer.  When participants were introduced to me in person by one of their colleagues prior to the scheduled interview, they were more trusting and open to immediate conversation than informants who were meeting me for the first time at our scheduled interview.  


One weakness of this methodology is that I was only introduced to members of like social circles.  This sample was not random, therefore this may explain the lack racial and occupational diversity among participants.  With only one the participants coming from a diverse ethnic background, this sample falls slightly short of representing the 12.4%
 of minority hourly staff members at Saint Mary’s.  In addition, the snowball sampling method limited me to interviews with maintenance staff, building service attendants and secretaries/administrative assistants and I did not interview hourly staff members holding other positions at Saint Mary’s College (See Appendix A).
FINDINGS

A “Drama Life”

Of the employees interviewed, all reported growing up in the Michiana
 area with the exception of one male informant who met his wife in Texas before moving to her native town of South Bend to help care for her elderly parents.  Nine of the informants came from low-income families and four responded that they had grown up in families who utilized various forms of public assistance.  In addition, seven responded that they came from a single-parent home where a great amount of responsibility was placed on them at an early age.  One informant describes her experience helping care for her family when she was ten years old after her non-smoking mother was diagnosed with emphysema. 

I grew up fast.  I was the oldest and had to start cooking and cleaning and doing the laundry.  [When] I got older, 13—14, I was doing everything ‘cause she [mom] was in and out of the hospital in the early spring.  She would go in for about a week and then in the fall she would go in for another week.  My dad was the only one who had any money.

With money being tight due excessive medical bills and a single-income family, the informant revealed that higher education was never a viable option.  This early adult responsibility may explain why this respondent started her own family at such an early age.  She was married with two children and working part time at nineteen.  


Similar stories emerged among other informants.  When asked about her childhood, one informant asked if I was ready to hear her “drama life” before telling me that she was beat by her alcoholic father for many years and was raped by a friend’s mother’s boyfriend as a twelve year old child. Two months later, she came forward despite the rapist’s threat of murder.  She faced him in court where he was only sentenced for 2-5 years due to a lack of physical evidence.  This informant dropped out of high school to work full time at sixteen.  Again, higher education was not a feasible option due to lack of finances and early motherhood.  In fact, three of the respondents did not graduate high school and of the remaining nine, only two attended a two-year college, one of whom was an administrative assistant who needed the higher education for employment at the college. 

“Over Worked and Under Paid” 


Many of the hourly wage employees received their job at Saint Mary’s College due to networking capabilities.  Nine informants were hired as College staff by referral from a friend or family member.  Of those referred informants, three reported having one or more immediate family members who were also employed as Saint Mary’s hourly staff.  At the time of the interviews, the informants had been employed at the college for a time period ranging from six months to 33 years and ten had worked for the college for more then ten years.  One informant noticed a trend in the length of employment among hourly, “If you are not gone within three years, you will be here until you retire or they eliminate you.”


Informants wish to stay employed at Saint Mary’s because, with the exception of the poor wages, most informants described the College as an acceptable place of employment.  Many made reference to the “beautiful campus” or the “small family atmosphere.”  In addition, besides minor conflict, all participants expressed general satisfaction with both administration and their hourly colleagues.  All twelve respondents revealed an appreciation for their benefits, one explained, “the pay is crap, but they’re the best benefits I’ve ever had.”  Another respondent told of a heart attack that required $40,000 in medical bills.  He was very impressed that his Saint Mary’s sponsored insurance policy covered all of the bills less $200.  

In addition to the benefits, when asked why they remained employed at the college when the pay may be better elsewhere, each spoke of the stability the college offers.  One respondent explains, “Saint Mary’s College wouldn’t go nowhere.  Its gonna be here all the time…you know what I’m saying, they’re not gonna close doors or anything like that.”  Job security seems to be an important factor for low-wage workers since a small paycheck will provide more then an absent paycheck.


Another factor that contributes to hourly wage employee’s overall positive opinion of the college is that many informants noted a deep connection with the students.  One male building service attendant declared, “We’re proud of you seniors when you graduate.  I know that we are not faculty members but we do care ‘cause when you go, we miss you.  It’s like gosh, where did they go and how are they doing.  When you guys come back to visit, it’s awesome.”

It is important to note that the day shift employees felt a closer connection to the students than the night shift employees.  This is probably true for two reasons.  Since the day shift is a more desirable time slot, most Saint Mary’s hourly employees must start out working nights and are able to request reassignment to a day shift when a position opens up.  Therefore, most day shift workers have been affiliated with the college for a longer period of time thus developing more connection to the college and its students.  In addition, day shift workers have more student interaction and receive more compliments from both students and faculty then second and third shift employees.  One informant in a leadership position explains,

The day shift get it [compliments] more then the night shift.  The day shift, they take possession. ‘My girls on my floor’, I mean you hear it and its such a sense of pride.  You know, then when you see them [Alumnae] five years later, it’s like, ‘oh, I seen her baby’--I mean, you’d think they were related.  A lot of it is a feeling of appreciation and I notice on the night shift, there is a lack of that.

Both second and third shift employees mentioned feelings of ingratitude due to the lack of regular compliments, whereas day shift employees alluded to being complimented almost on a daily basis.

           Presently, there is no union established at Saint Mary’s College and none of the respondents remember any attempt to organize such.  However, one of the older employees reporting hearing from now-retired staff members that, prior to the respondents’ employment, there was an attempt at organization.  However, when discovered, the known organizers were quickly terminated.  When asked how their life would be different if there were unionization, most informants revealed that they cannot speculate because and have never been employed at a unionized establishment.  However, one male informant revealed why he believes a union is unnecessary at Saint Mary’s College.

I don’t think a union would be right in a place like this because of the way the community treats its employees; from students, faculty, administration and staff—they all try and work together.  I don’t see the advantage of a union at a place like Saint Mary’s because it’s small enough.

All respondents reported that they are fairly satisfied in their relationship with Saint Mary’s College in every area except for their wages, but in fact all twelve respondents also revealed in some language that they are “overworked and underpaid.”

           Many of the informants expressed concern about the amount of work expected of them.  They noted that many staff positions have been lost in the past few years because employees have retired but the open positions were intentionally left open.  This means an added work load for all of the remaining employees with no added compensation.  Due to excessive work, one second shift employee reported an experience working off the clock recently in order to complete an assigned task which was too great to complete in the scheduled shift.  One of the members of the leadership team rants, “I don’t want to make 40 dollars more a month if, when the student center comes, we have to run on two people and pull people from where?  Where?  It’s gotta be balanced out.”  

“Pay it Forward”: Comm(Unity) Support

            Over half of the informants volunteered information about situations of extreme loyalty shown by one hourly staff member toward another.  I was a witness to one particular situation of selfless service.  After the completion of an interview, I was informally chatting with the informant when her colleague approached and stated that he had cleaned one of her assigned areas while she was being interviewed.  He revealed that the informant had looked tired on this particular day and, therefore, he wanted to give her a break.  In fact, I found it is a common occurrence for employees to provide varying degrees of support for other members of the hourly staff community both on the clock and off.

            One single mother told a story of camaraderie between herself and one of her work colleagues.  This particular informant was in an unstable financial position at the time of the interview.  She is a single mother earning $8.87 an hour and is unable to support her family on her low wage.  She can not afford a working vehicle or a babysitter for her children.  Therefore, her 12 month old baby is forced to live with the informant’s mother during the week because she has no reliable way of transporting the child to a babysitter while she is at work.  If not for the support of another Saint Mary’s hourly staff member, the informant’s four year old child would have to live elsewhere as well.  However, the informant’s colleague adds 40 miles to his already distant daily commute.  He picks the respondent and her daughter up from their apartment, drops the little girl off at her great-grandmother’s home and then the two proceed to the college together.  If it were not for the generosity of the informant’s work colleague, the informant would most likely have lost her vital employment at Saint Mary’s College.  When a college security guard heard of this generous support, the informant reveals the reaction.

One of the security guards… she heard me say that [informant’s colleague]’s been giving me a ride back and forth and she went to the security shack and she found two gas cards in her purse for $25 a piece and she gave them to us and said, ‘I know you guys can use these more than me.’

             Many other informants told stories with similar themes.  One informant told of a time employees collected $1,000 to give to a staff member when her husband passed away. Still, another spoke of a large monetary loan one staff member gave him when he was denied a loan through the college.  It seems as though the hourly wage workers believe in this strong community because they are aware that they will need similar support at some point in the future.  One informant told me that she had received monetary support from fellow staff members after her husband fell ill and described the intra-community support by stating that staff members adapted a “pay it forward” mentality.  

            The community of hourly wage staff also organizes several large social functions throughout the year.  One informant described the tri-annual potlucks open to faculty and staff which also play a large role in expanding social capital among workers.  However, the informant reveals that the participants in the events are largely just staff members as she explains, “faculty don’t come, some do but mostly don’t.”  It seems it is a chance for the hourly staff community to strengthen their relationships with each other.  Even at these potlucks for hourly staff, there is a strong sense of charity and service extending to the broader community.

We have a 'pot luck' three times a year.  We have Thanksgiving and Mardi Gras.  You bring a dish and then you go and we have a prayer, we give canned goods to the poor, then we go to Reignbeaux [Lounge] and eat.  Then we have like a 50/50 raffle where 50% goes to the winner and 50% goes to a charity.

This focus on service at a social event demonstrates that the college’s low-wage community is in solidarity with the extended Michiana low-wage community. 

“Barely making It”

            Of the twelve employees interviewed, only three were in a financially stable position.  However, in two of the three cases the families’ financial stability was due to the spouse’s income, which was substantially greater than the wife’s.  The third informant whom was financially secure has been employed at Saint Mary’s as a very specialized maintenance staff member for eighteen years and now makes over seventeen dollars an hour.  In addition, he has no children and he and his wife inherited their home from her parents so they pay no monthly rent or mortgage.  Of the remaining informants, five have received some form of public assistance in their adult lives.  Only one of the informants receives public assistance currently in the form of food stamps.  Two more tried recently to receive assistance but were told they make too much money.  One of which was the single mother of two mentioned above and the other is in a leadership position at Saint Mary’s where she has worked for 23 years and makes $13.05 an hour.  Currently, she is the only source of income for her family of four.  She recalls her experience at the social welfare office, 

The government trying to tell me that I made enough to support four people.  Oh!  I didn’t even qualify for food stamps.  They told me I made too much.  I didn’t know whether to cry or laugh.  I mean, I wasted eight hours of my personal time to come down here for you to tell me this.

This respondent also mentioned having recently filed for bankruptcy and losing her house.  Her family now lives with her in-laws.

     Only one other informant had filed for bankruptcy while being employed at Saint Mary’s College, although several others have come close.  This informant was possibly in the worst position of all those interviewed because he has very little family support.  He is a single father who went bankrupt about a year ago and lost his house in the process.  He was living with his brother until conflict arose with his brother’s wife.  He is now living in a weekly-rate hotel with his daughter because he cannot afford to make a down payment on an apartment.  This informant does not want to receive public assistance because in his youth his mom received welfare and food stamps and the informant does not want to relive this experience.  

           Like him, many of the other respondents revealed their embarrassment toward their situation and felt uncomfortable about asking for handouts.  One informant reveals her feelings,

We’re barely making it, and I mean-- my husband works a 40 hour a week too.  It was hard, you don’t want to ask friends, you know, your embarrassed to ask friends, you know, your embarrassed to have to ask a friend, you know can I borrow $150 or $200.

Still, other informants accept financial assistance for survival.  One informant who makes $8.87 an hour notes, 

I have some neighbors that were really cool about letting me go to their church once…they donate it: bread, shower supplies, whatever you know, every once in awhile I will do that.  Or there was this other church that you could give $25 a month and they give you like a lot of food.

            All the informants revealed that they save money wherever they can.  One woman collected cans to help pay off her credit.  Another divorced woman reveals how she shops at Goodwill, cuts her own hair, gardens in the summer and then cans her food in the winter to save money.  Still another informant who lives with her two small children in government subsidized housing reveals that she keeps a giant, stocked, freezer in her bedroom.  A few months ago when she was required to go off of food stamps, she packed the entire freezer full of meat which is how she is currently feeding her family.  

           Obtaining food to support the family was a struggle for many of the informants who discussed a frequent need to compromise health for cost at the grocery store.  Since pasta and canned goods are much cheaper then fresh meat and produce, some informants reveal that the less healthy but cheaper food becomes their option.  One informant exclaims, “to eat is to eat, you gotta do what you gotta do,” before telling me that a typical meal she will cook for her family is macaroni and cheese with hotdog slices.  Another informant who struggles financially described how difficult it is to afford any food after paying principle bills such as rent and insurance.  When asked what he feeds himself and his daughter, the informant reveals, 

Well, I haven’t been shopping in awhile 'cause I don’t have the money.  It’s hard to get a gallon of milk or a loaf of bread during the week, by the time I pay the bills….[we] usually eat sandwiches and stuff like that.  

In fact, most informants revealed that money is tight and groceries are a good place to minimize expense since those costs fluctuate, while rent does not.  “When gas goes up, I have to cut from groceries,” explains an informant. 

“Think Logical:” Planning for the Future


Some of the younger employees revealed hopes of pursuing a college education or obtaining jobs in the professional or entertainment industries.  One informant in her mid-20s divulged her dream of becoming a police detective while another amateur musician told me he wants to record music.  However, despite these accounts, when asked how long they wish to remain employed at Saint Mary’s every informant replied that they would like to retire from the college.  This exemplifies the informant’s realization that their aspirations are unrealistic and they will probably never have the available resource to leave their low-wage jobs because most informants are not in an economic position where they can take a chance.  One informant told me that she would like to pursue ulterior employment but she has to “think logical, I got two kids to feed.”  
DISCUSSION

            Despite the fact that many of the informants have worked at Saint Mary’s College for over ten years, most are still not able to sufficiently support themselves financially.  The informants are barely living from paycheck to paycheck and, therefore, never have the opportunity to accumulate wealth.  Despite being a hard-working and valued employee for many years, most employees never have the opportunity to advance their economic position, as they are never given substantial raises, even after they prove their devotion to the college.  For the past few years, the employees have only received a 2% cost of living increase on their salary but no raise.  In addition, informants revealed the cost of their insurance often rises annually at a faster pace then their cost of living increase.  Therefore, many employees actually make fewer dollars then the previous year, thus actually decreasing their economic position on an annual basis.  

      To explain this decrease, Marxist theory (1867) argues that employers purposely allow their employees to remain in borderline poverty because if they were allowed to elevate their economic position while working at the institution, they may have the means to find employment elsewhere.  If, however, the employer pays the worker just enough for bare survival, then the worker will not have time or energy to find other employment.  Therefore, employees become entirely dependant on the insufficient pay the employer offers.  As in the case of Saint Mary’s hourly staff, all plan on remaining employed at the college until retirement because their job stability is vital.

           The American dream denotes that any individual no matter their race, creed, or economic position can work hard and eventually elevate their class position.  However, in a society where capitalism has spread to every sector, it seems that the American dream does not include the Proletariat.  Instead, many working class people are given little opportunity for job advancement and, even after working at the same job for many years, they are never allocated a substantial raise.  The workers at Saint Mary’s College labor each day with little opportunity to elevate their economic condition.  This often results in generational poverty through the “reproduction” of social class (Johnson 1997).
                  Due to their low economic position and the lack of resources, low-wage workers often look to each other for support.  Similar to Edin and Lein’s (1997) research on single mothers, I found that Saint Mary’s employees find both financial and emotional support from their families and friends, especially their Saint Mary’s co-workers.  In fact, most of them told of a time where they would not have been able to pay the bills without support from the hourly wage community.  The workers can empathize with their co-workers because they have probably been in a similar financial position at some point in their work history.  This is a point for some concern, however, because the workers receive the subsequent resources from their peers who are in similar positions and really cannot afford to share.  The support should be from groups or institutions who can better afford it.  The United States is a country with immense resources and the Catholic Church has vast social and political power.  Both have a responsibility and obligation to ensure workers are being paid enough to live with the most basic forms of human dignity. 

ENDNOTES

 A living wage is the amount which full time workers should earn in order to afford sufficient housing, food, medical care, transportation, and minimal leisure activities.  “The living wage level is usually the wage a full-time worker would need to earn to support a family above federal poverty line, ranging from 100% to 130% of the poverty measurement” (Economic Policy Institute 2002).

First shift consists of employment from 6:30 AM to 3 PM, second shifts runs from 4 PM to 12:30 AM, and third shift runs from 11PM to 7:30 AM.  Employees are expected to work on the clock for 8 hours and take a thirty minute unpaid lunch break. 

 This percentage is calculated from hourly employee responses to a voluntary form which may be filled out when employees are hired at Saint Mary’s.  Therefore, this percent may or may not be a correct assessment of the real demographics of Saint Mary’s College hourly staff. 


 “Michiana is a region in northern Indiana and southwest Michigan centered on the city of South Bend, Indiana. The Chamber of Commerce of St. Joseph County (Indiana) defines Michiana as ‘counties that contribute at least 500 inbound commuting workers to St. Joseph County daily.’ Those counties include Elkhart, La Porte, Marshall, St. Joseph, and Starke in Indiana, and Berrien and Cass in Michigan” (Wikipedia 2006).

Appendix A: Gender Distribution of Saint Mary’s College Current Staff and Informants
	
	Male
	Female
	Total

	
	Employed
	Interviewed
	Employed
	Interviewed
	Employed
	Interviewed

	Maintenance
	11
	1
	-
	-
	11
	1

	Building Services & Grounds
	14
	2
	33
	7
	47
	9

	Clerk/Secretary/Administrative Assistant/Staff Assistant
	2
	-
	75
	2
	77
	2

	Security Guard
	5
	-
	2
	-
	7
	-

	Security Dispatcher
	2
	-
	1
	-
	3
	-

	Bookstore/Campus Store
	1
	-
	3
	-
	4
	-

	Technicians
	4
	-
	-
	-
	4
	-

	Total
	39
	3
	114
	9
	153
	12
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