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In this article, mother and feminist scholar Paula Rothenberg explains how class and race
affect friendship in the life of her daughter.

SOCIAL INTERACTION IN EVERYDAY LIFE

Perhaps it will be instructive to tell the story of
the friendship between my daughter, Andrea, who
is white and her onetime friend, Jewel, who is
Black. Although it is simply the story of two little
girls who managed to be best friends for a very
brief time and is highly specific to them, it sheds
light on the complex nature of relations across
race/ethnicity and class in the suburbs.

Jewel and Andrea met in kindergarten and
were kindred spirits from the start. Both were
smart and spunky, and both loved to be silly. The
girls wanted to play together after school, but that
was easier said than done. They managed to trade
phone numbers, but whenever I called Jewel’s
house her grandmother answered and said that
Jewel’s parents were not available and she was
not able to make arrangements for a play date in
their absence.

After several weeks of fruitless calls, persis-
tence finally paid off; one day, Jewel’s mother,
Carol, called back. Yes, Jewel could play at our
house after school as long as I didn’t mind keeping

her until after dinner. Her mother worked late and
wouldn’t be able to come by until 7:30 or so. Since
that was no problem, I picked up both girls at
school the very next day. What I remember about
the visit was Jewel’s amazement as she explored
our house for the first time and discovered that we
had more than one bathroom.

After a series of other play dates and several
conversations over coffee, Carol told me what I
suspected. It was so difficult to reach her and so
hard to coordinate play dates for the girls because
Carol and her husband did not live in Montclair
and Jewel managed to go to the Montclair public
schools by claiming her grandmother’s house as
her residence.

This practice is not uncommon. Taxes in Mont-
clair are very high, and many African-Americans
who were raised in town and whose parents still
live here can’t afford either the price of a house
or the taxes they would have to pay as residents.
A common solution is to live in East Orange or
some other surrounding community in a neigh-
borhood where the schools are inferior but the
taxes and property values are much lower and use
a parent’s or relative’s address to claim residency
and gain access to the Montclair school system.

From Invisible Privilege: A Memoir about Race, Class, and
Gender by Paula S. Rothenberg, University Press of Kansas,
2000.
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Obviously people react to this subterfuge in
different ways, depending largely on their race
and their class. Many whites in town are angered
by the fact that some children, mostly Black, who
don’t actually live in town attend the public
schools, thereby raising their tax burden, while
many Blacks see nothing very wrong with the
practice. They question why education should be
funded by local property taxes in the first place
instead of on a statewide basis, which could en-
sure equal education for all children. Besides,
having grown up here, they think of themselves as
part of the town—quite apart from the technical-
ity of their legal residence. While many of the
white homeowner/tax payers are recent arrivals to
Montclair, many of the African-Americans who
resort to the subterfuge are members of families
that have lived in the town for several generations.
In many cases, they attended the same schools
that their children now attend. What seems like a
gross violation of law and justice to some of the
whites, who focus on whether the parents of the
children actually live in town, hardly seems that
way to many of the African-Americans whose
sense of family is much more inclusive. Children
and grandchildren, cousins and nieces are under-
stood to be part of the extended family of the rela-
tives who are Montclair residents and taxpayers.
These relatives care for the children at their
homes on a regular basis, often having the chil-
dren spend nights as well as days with them. The
children’s parents and other family members see
the house itself as part of their extended resi-
dence, frequently eating and socializing with one
another there, dropping in to use the phone or to
help with home repairs. Legal residency often
seems like a procedural technicality rather than an
accurate indicator of who is part of town life. In
fact, according to some criteria, these Black
Montclairions, whose roots are firmly planted in
the town, have more claim to being part of it than
the newly arrived white professionals who simply
sleep here, commuting to work in New York each
day and spending their weekends playing golf at
the country club in Glen Ridge.

When Carol finally gave me the family’s ad-
dress and phone number in another town, it was a
real sign of trust. The first priority in her life was
keeping Jewel in a good school system, arranging
afternoon play dates with a white classmate was
low on the list. But as the girls’ friendship blos-
somed, Carol, like me, was eager to let them enjoy
time together.

And then the inevitable happened. During one
of the periodic efforts that the town officials make
to track down children who are attending public
school illegally, Jewel’s illegal status was discov-
ered. Carol never asked whether I had provided the
school officials with the information—of course, I
had not—but it’s difficult to imagine that the idea
didn’t cross her mind. How could she ever be
sure? Through some special arrangement, Jewel
was allowed to finish up the school year, which
was almost over. During the summer, her family
moved out of their apartment and into a small
house on the outskirts of Newark, about twenty
minutes away. The following September, Jewel
began attending parochial school. For her family,
as for others like them, parochial school provided
the only viable alternative to the inferior and dan-
gerous public school near their home.

Jewel attended Andrea’s birthday party that
September, as she had in the past, and in January,
Carol called to invite Andrea to Jewel’s birthday
party a week later. Andrea was thrilled with the
prospect of seeing Jewel again and of visiting
Jewel’s house for the first time. She could talk of
nothing else.

Jewel’s new house was located in a fairly run-
down Black neighborhood of small, single-family,
urban-style homes. In spite of its appearance, I
knew that it would be classified as a middle-class
neighborhood by other Black families, since def-
initions of what counts as “middle class” are
themselves race specific, and it is informal resi-
dential segregation that often determines how
neighborhoods are defined and who gets to live
in them. The front door of the house opened into
a tiny living room that, in turn, opened into a
larger, but still small, dining alcove. Sitting around
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a large wood table, filling all the space in the
room, was a gaggle of aunts and uncles, grandpar-
ents and cousins. Apart from Jewel’s young
cousins, Andrea was the only child present, and
she and I were the only white people. Conversa-
tion among the adults was friendly, if labored,
with everyone trying hard to make us feel wel-
come. I tried hard not to cramp their good time.

But Andrea was very uncomfortable. Many of
the social cues that she counted on to negotiate
such events were missing, and she had not had the
opportunity to learn the ones that were in place.
People talked to each other in unfamiliar ways,
and, at times, what I recognized as affectionate
teasing must have sounded to her like sharp criti-
cism or argument. She was frightened by how
dark the house was and couldn’t understand why
only one lightbulb was burning on such a dark
day. Coming from a world where people have
enough money to use lighting as much for decora-
tion as to be functional, she couldn’t know that for
most of the world, electric lights are a luxury or at
least a carefully conserved resource.

A special point of pride for Jewel was the sec-
ond toilet—literally a water closet—her dad had
rigged up in the basement of the house to supple-
ment the full bath upstairs. It consisted of a four-
sided wooden cabinet set on a platform in the
middle of a dark basement. The cabinet itself had
no electric light, but some open space had been left
between the ceiling and one side of the cabinet to
allow light to enter. Jewel’s pride was my daugh-
ter’s terror. She went to the bathroom only after it
was clear that one more postponement would have
dire consequences, and she could use the bathroom
at all only because I stayed in the cabinet with her.

As we drove home, I knew it was unlikely that
the girls would continue their friendship. And in
fact, they did not. It was just too difficult. Al-
though Carol and I had tried to help the girls be
friends, perhaps because we wanted the possibil-
ity of friendship for ourselves as well, the odds
against it were too overwhelming and the differ-
ences separating the girls were just too great to
bridge. In the end, personal relations occur within

social contexts, and, in this case, it was unreason-
able to expect two eight-year-old girls to be able
to negotiate each other’s worlds.

Different people will make different things
out of this story. Some will see class as the vil-
lain here and argue, along with William Julius
Wilson and others, that it is class, not race, that
separates whites and Blacks today. This I think
is an oversimplification. Jewel and Andrea car-
ried with them the combined history of three
hundred years of race, class, and gender oppres-
sion and privilege, and the differences created
by them were just too great to overcome. For ex-
ample, why was I able to live in the town and
have legitimate access to the schools for my
children while Jewel’s mother, who had grown
up there, could no longer claim access to her
own community? Both Jewel’s mother and I
worked full time, but my job as a college teacher
allowed me flexible hours with good pay. Carol
worked in the accounting department of a large
supermarket corporation in a job that often re-
quired her to stay until 11 P.M. Although both
she and her husband worked full time, as did
Andrea’s father and I, their combined income
was a fraction of ours. This was not surprising,
since statistics indicate that in 1996 annual in-
come for the typical Black family was about
half of the $47,000 a year enjoyed by white fam-
ilies. In fact, according to a report issued by the
White House’s Council of Economic Advisers,
Black and Hispanic family incomes are farther
behind those of whites today than they were
twenty years ago.* For so many years, while I
was fortunate enough to be paying off a mort-
gage on a home I obtained because my in-laws
could afford to provide a down payment, Carol
and her husband were paying rent and working
overtime to save up for a house. Their down
payment ultimately bought them a poorly con-
structed home in a marginal urban neighbor-
hood with inadequate schools, dirty streets, and
food stores that overcharge. Some little white

*New York Times, February 17, 1998, A18.
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girl, a mirror image of my long-ago self, drives
through those streets today, and her parents cau-
tion her to roll up her window and lock her door.
They shake their heads over the way some peo-
ple choose to live when nothing more than hard
work and ability are required to earn us all a
piece of the American dream. They do not know
that for Jewel’s family, this is their piece of the
American dream and they have had to work very
hard to achieve it. They do not understand that
those of us who have more have drawn on the
privileges of our race, our class, our gender, or
some combination of them and have done so at 
the expense of the very people we denigrate.

CRITICAL-THINKING QUESTIONS

1. Why is privilege often invisible? What cate-
gories of people are more and less likely to be
aware of privilege?

2. Why was Andrea so uncomfortable in Jewel’s
Newark home? Do you think people can over-
come the type of social differences described
here? Explain.
3. Can you identify elements of privilege in your
own life? How have they affected your relation-
ships with others?
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