
PRESIDENTIAL FOREWORD

Dear Members of the  GREAT Class of 2025,
Warm greetings from Prince ton! My colleagues and I are looking forward 

to welcoming you this coming August. Your talents, interests, and perspec-
tives  will add tremendously to this community, and I am confident that you 
in turn  will develop and grow as a result of the experiences, interactions, 
challenges, and opportunities that await you  here.

I am delighted to share with you this copy of the Prince ton Pre- read 
se lection for 2021, Jennifer M. Morton’s Moving Up Without Losing Your Way: 
The Ethical Costs of Upward Mobility. The Pre- read is one of many traditions 
that you  will encounter at Prince ton and is part of a series of activities that 
 will introduce you to the scholarly and communal life of the University.

The author of this year’s Pre- read was herself a Prince ton undergraduate— 
and, indeed, her book draws upon and describes some of her experiences  here, 
including her first days at the University. Jennifer M. Morton is a proud alum 
of Prince ton’s  great Class of 2002. Beginning this fall, she  will join the Univer-
sity of Pennsylvania faculty as Presidential Associate Professor of Philosophy.

Moving Up Without Losing Your Way is a philosophical reflection on the 
challenges of being a college student. It is also a study of in equality in Amer i ca 
and how it affects students, their families, and their communities.

I like Professor Morton’s book for many reasons. It gracefully integrates 
philosophical insights with common sense observations and personal stories. 
It calls upon all of us to think about what gives value and meaning to our lives. 
And it speaks candidly about what makes a college education exhilarating, 
what makes it hard, and how to navigate the choices it requires.

Professor Morton focuses on a group of students whom she calls “striv-
ers”: students who are from low- income families or the first in their families 
to attend college. She was herself a first- generation college student, and she 
is interested in the distinctive pressures and ethical dilemmas that strivers 
confront as they pursue an education.

Many of you  will, I expect, identify wholly or partly with the students Profes-
sor Morton characterizes as “strivers.” All of you  will, I hope, discover something 
about the variety of experiences and perspectives in the community you now 
join. Professor Morton also encourages us to consider what we must do to realize 
more fully and equitably the profound “transformative effect of education on 
[students’] life prospects,” not only at Prince ton but in Amer i ca more broadly.



“Transformation” is one of the key concepts Professor Morton uses to 
develop her argument. “Education, by its nature, changes us in profound ways,” 
she writes (p. 137). That is true, to varying extents, for nearly  every student. 
Indeed, when I talk to Prince ton alumni about why they value their experi-
ence at this University, the phrase I hear most often is, “it was transformative.”

Transformations can be wonderful, but they can also be unsettling— both 
to us and to  those we know. They can change our po liti cal or religious con-
victions, our aspirations for the  future, which  people we admire and what 
we read. They can alter how we look or what we eat. Many college students 
(including me, back in my undergraduate days) have shared the disconcerting 
sense of feeling a bit like an outsider when they return to their home com-
munities  after coming to Prince ton.

Professor Morton urges you to approach  these transformations self- 
consciously. She recommends developing a “clear- eyed ethical narrative” 
about what you value, what you are or are not willing to sacrifice as you 
pursue your dreams, and how you relate to the structures and communities 
around you (pp. 110-11). That is sound advice, for college and for life.

You  will have many opportunities to talk about Moving Up Without Losing 
Your Way when you arrive at Prince ton. Professor Morton  will join us during 
Orientation to discuss the book. Over the course of the academic year, I plan 
to host several Pre- read precepts in the residential colleges and elsewhere 
around campus.

I anticipate that  these conversations  will range over many topics, but  here 
are a few you might consider as you read the book this summer:

• What does Professor Morton mean by “ethical goods” (pp. 23-24)? 
Which ethical goods  matter most to you, and how do they connect to 
your aspirations for college?

• What does “moving up” mean? Which trade- offs are an acceptable part 
of “moving up”? Which amount to “losing your way”? Is facilitating social 
mobility an appropriate goal for a college or for a system of education?

• Which narratives help you conceptualize the college experience that 
lies ahead of you now? How, if at all, does Moving Up Without Losing 
Your Way affect your thinking about your own narratives and values?

I look forward to welcoming you in August for what I hope  will be a much 
more “normal” (fin gers crossed!) year than any of us have recently experi-
enced. In the meantime, I hope that you enjoy Moving Up Without Losing 
Your Way and that you have a terrific, and healthy, summer.

With very best wishes,

Christopher L. Eisgruber
Prince ton, New Jersey
March 2021
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Introduction
STRIVERS

Each of us starts off in a par tic u lar position in society. That position 
is determined by where and when you are born, the socioeco-
nomic and educational level of your parents, your race, and your 
gender, among other  things. Social scientists have produced vast 
amounts of evidence showing that  these  factors play a significant 
role in determining life prospects. In the United States, if you  were 
born in the bottom fifth of the income scale in Charlotte, North 
Carolina, between 1980 and 1982, your chances of making it to 
the top fifth  were 4.4  percent. If you had been born in San Jose, 
California, instead, your chances would have increased threefold.1 
 Today, if you are born in the bottom tenth of the income scale and 
you are White, the probability that you  will stay  there is 17  percent. 
The probability goes up to 42  percent if  you’re Black.2 If you are a 
 woman born in the last 35 years, your chances of  going to and com-
pleting college are higher than if you are a man. This is especially 

1. Chetty et al., “Where Is the Land of Opportunity?”
2. Bowles, Gintis, and Osborne- Graves, Unequal Chances, 165.



true if you are a  woman born to a wealthier  family.3 The data are 
dizzyingly complex. 4 What we know with a high degree of cer-
tainty is that if you  were born in the United States within the past 
20 years to a poor Black or Latino5  family in an eco nom ically and 
racially segregated neighborhood, you are very likely to end up not 
far from where you started. Your  children are likely to end up  there 
too. The apple, as the saying goes, does not fall far from the tree.

The thought that your life opportunities  will be determined by 
the accident of birth is diametrically opposed to the ideal of equal 
opportunity at the heart of the American Dream. As a society, we 
have viewed our educational institutions as the way of equalizing 
the prospects of  those born into disadvantage. Optimists think 
education has the power to transform  those prospects. They argue 
that we should focus on preparing more disadvantaged  children to 
attend college  because higher education has the power to propel 
them into the  middle class. Pessimists think that schools can do 
very  little to remedy the economic, social, and po liti cal injustices 
that exist more broadly across society and come to be reflected in 
it— segregated neighborhoods, lack of access to quality healthcare, 
racism, and poverty. They argue that many students born into dis-
advantage  will never attend college, while  those who do  will face 
too many obstacles in their path. Optimists think that education 
has the power to transform lives; pessimists point out that this is 
the exception rather than the rule.

Education transformed my life prospects. I was born in a 
working- class neighborhood of Lima, Peru. The homes of secre-
taries and cab  drivers shared the streets with factories emanating 
plumes of smoke. My grand mother had come to this neighbor-
hood from Arequipa— a smaller city in the mountains of Peru. She 

3. Bailey and Dynarski, “In equality in Postsecondary Education.”
4. The “bible” on this is Duncan and Murnane, Whither Opportunity?
5. Some prefer to use “Latinx” as a gender- neutral term to refer to  those who have 

ancestral roots in Latin Amer i ca. Though I am sympathetic to the rationale for using 
“Latinx,” I have used the term “Latino,” as most Latinos currently use this term to refer 
to their own community.
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got pregnant young, married, quickly divorced, and raised two 
 children while working full- time as a secretary at a movie theater. 
To my grand mother’s disappointment, my  mother got pregnant 
while she was still a teenager. While my  mother found her foot-
ing, my grand mother, with the help of our extended  family, raised 
me. Despite  these challenges, our relative standing in Peruvian 
society was somewhere between working class and  middle class. 
As my grand mother repeatedly points out, we never had to go 
hungry. Many Peruvians  weren’t so lucky. Nevertheless, the sta-
tistics would suggest that I was fated to repeat the story: I would 
barely finish high school, prob ably have a child young, and then 
work hard for the next 50 years just to make ends meet.

Luck intervened. My  mother and aunt immigrated to Eu rope. 
 There my aunt met and married a generous and wealthy man, 
and they helped pay for much of my education from that point 
on. Thanks to them, I was able to attend one of the most exclu-
sive international schools in Peru from kindergarten through the 
twelfth grade. But Lima in the 1980s was eco nom ically depressed. 
Terrorism meant that our daily lives felt dangerous. My school was 
surrounded by armed guards, and cars  were inspected for bombs as 
they entered. For as long as I can remember, my grand mother told 
me that to have a better and safer life I had to go abroad, though she 
 didn’t know exactly how this was  going to happen. Fortunately, the 
college counselor at my school did. In my ju nior year, she called 
me into her office and explained to me that with my grades, I could 
get a good scholarship to attend university in the United States. 
So I joined the ranks of immigrants looking for a better life  here. I 
became the first person in my  family to gradu ate from college with 
a bachelor’s degree, from Prince ton, and then a doctorate, from 
Stanford. I am now a philosophy professor making a comfortable 
living in one of the richest countries in the developed world. I made 
it unusually far from the tree into which I was born.

I am well aware that my case is an anomaly. The social and 
economic structures within which we live often pose overwhelm-
ing challenges for students born into poverty. In order for more 



students from disadvantaged backgrounds to have a chance at suc-
ceeding in school and beyond, we must mitigate  those challenges. 
But  there are also lessons we can learn about the path of upward 
mobility from the anomalous cases of  those who do manage to 
succeed. What I have learned, from my own life as well as from 
 others who have gone through this experience, is that transcend-
ing the circumstances of one’s birth comes with a heavy cost felt 
across many aspects of our lives that we value— relationships with 
 family and friends, our connection to our communities, and our 
sense of identity. I call  these the ethical costs of upward mobility. 
Understanding what  these costs are, why they  matter, and how to 
contend with them is the subject of this book.

Strivers

For most young  people, the end of high school marks the begin-
ning of a new phase in their lives. If you are one of the fortu-
nate ones, college, with its promise of transformation and self- 
discovery, is just on the horizon. You might have heard funny and 
exciting stories from your parents, your friends’ parents, or your 
neighbors about their own college experiences. You are prob ably 
looking forward to choosing your classes, joining social clubs, 
maybe becoming a member of a sorority or fraternity, and find-
ing a major that suits your interests. Of course, you realize that you 
 will have to work hard and be more in de pen dent than you have 
ever been—do your own laundry, feed yourself, and choose your 
classes. You might even be attending college thousands of miles 
away from home. You might be expected to work part- time to help 
pay for your living expenses, maybe by taking on a work- study job 
at the library. But all you have to worry about, your parents tell 
you, is taking advantage of this unique experience.

If you are a low- income or first- generation student, the end of 
high school also marks the beginning of a new phase in your life. 
College holds the promise of self- transformation, but also the pos-
sibility of transforming your life circumstances. You are, as I  will 
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call you, a striver. Your parents might not be entirely sure of what 
lies ahead, but they hope that you  will be able to take advantage 
of opportunities that  weren’t available to them. They have not 
shared stories with you about their favorite professors, how they 
chose their major, or what it is like to attend Greek parties; you 
 will have to figure out  those aspects of college on your own. They 
expect you to get a college degree, but they might also expect 
you to help out at home,  whether by working or by taking care of 
younger or sicker members of the  family. You might have to take on 
large amounts of debt or work many hours to afford college. You 
prob ably have already been in de pen dent in many ways that are 
alien to your better- off classmates— you may have worked to con-
tribute financially at home, taken care of siblings or relatives, or 
navigated many aspects of the college application pro cess without 
parental help. Despite this, your parents might be ner vous about 
you  going off to college far away, preferring that you stay nearby. 
 You’ve heard from  family and friends that college is your ticket to 
a more comfortable life, but you have seen few  people in your life 
succeed in that path. You are excited to go to college, but figur-
ing out how to make it through and how to pay for it is daunting.

 These sketches are highly schematic versions of two distinct 
experiences a student entering college might have. Many students 
fall somewhere in between  these poles. Just as  there is a variety 
of types of institutions of higher education that students attend— 
community colleges, technical schools, liberal arts colleges, public 
universities, and private universities— there is also a diversity of 
experiences among students pursuing postsecondary education. 
Some students who grow up in comfortable middle- class homes 
still strug gle to afford college, working upward of 30 hours a week 
or taking on large amounts of debt to make ends meet.6 Other 
working- class students are fortunate to end up at a university with 
a large endowment and find themselves enjoying privileges they 

6. For a comprehensive, often- heartbreaking, look at the financial experiences of 
college students, see Goldrick- Rab, Paying the Price.



never  imagined they would have. Dreamers, as they are known, 
go to college with the fear of being deported hanging over their 
heads, regardless of how well- off they are. My analy sis focuses 
on the experiences of strivers  because I believe that critically 
examining their case throws into sharp relief several crucial 
aspects of the experience of upward mobility that have been 
underappreciated.

I also focus on this group of students  because a large part 
of the inspiration and motivation to write this book came from 
my experiences as a professor at the City College of New York 
(CCNY)— a large public university in the heart of Harlem— where 
many of my students are strivers. Townsend Harris, the founder 
of CCNY, declared that it was a place in which “the  children of 
the rich and the poor take their seats together and know of no 
distinction save that of industry, good conduct, and intellect.”7 
When it was founded, CCNY was  free to attend and became 
known as the “Harvard of the Poor.” It is no longer  free, but the 
college has tried to stay true to its mission by retaining very low 
in- state tuition. CCNY is now part of the City University of New 
York (CUNY) system, which includes other four- year colleges, 
community colleges, and a gradu ate school with internationally 
renowned scholars and researchers. It serves over a quarter of a 
million students.8 Of  those, 78.2   percent are students of color, 
38.5  percent come from families that make less than $20,000 a 
year, and 30  percent work more than 20 hours a week while in 
school. Additionally, 42  percent of our students are the first in 
their families to go to college. For many of  these students, college 
is the path to the  middle class.

CCNY students are a joy to teach. They bring insight and 
experiences into the classroom that consistently surprise me. 
Though  there are certainly differences in academic preparation 

7. City College of New York, “About Us.”
8. City University of New York, “Profile of Undergraduates.”
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between my students and  those I taught at my previous post at 
an elite liberal arts college, the most striking differences con-
cern how much my students have to contend with outside of the 
classroom. Many of my students are negotiating extremely chal-
lenging conflicts between the demands of their families, friends, 
and community and  those of their education. When my students 
are tired or absent, it  isn’t  because they  were out partying late, 
but  because they needed to help take care of a  sister, attend to 
a cousin in the hospital, or deal with emotionally charged and 
complicated dynamics at home. I’ve had students reveal to me 
that they are homeless, recovering from brain injuries, working 
50- plus hours a week, and struggling to pay their mortgage. In a 
recent class I taught on the philosophy of race, we had a heated 
discussion about the differences in the disadvantages Americans 
face on the basis of race versus  those on the basis of class. A 
bright young Latina told the class why she thought class mat-
tered more than race— her  mother had become disabled and was 
no longer able to work, so my student was now the principal 
breadwinner for her  family, while attending college full- time. 
It’s too much, she told us with tears in her eyes. Our ensuing 
discussion was incalculably enriched by her contribution, but 
it also revealed how challenging the path through college is for 
many of our students.

Strivers are born into families that face many of the challenges 
that working- class and poor families grapple with in this country. 
They are more likely to be unemployed or underemployed; to lack 
access to good healthcare, affordable childcare, and other ben-
efits that professionals enjoy; and to live in neighborhoods with 
underresourced schools that serve other working- class and poor 
students. In the United States, disadvantage tends to be concen-
trated and segregated. In order to seek a better life for themselves, 
strivers must often enter diff er ent communities— those in which 
opportunities for advancement are available. As a result, a central 
aspect of the striver’s experience is that of negotiating the distance 



between the community into which he or she was born and the 
one into which he or she seeks entry.9

The Ethical Costs of Striving

Most of us know that overcoming the circumstances of one’s birth 
requires effort, time, and money. Working- class families make 
incredible sacrifices so that their  children can access the opportuni-
ties that come from  going to college and getting a degree. Much of 
the conversation about higher education focuses on college afford-
ability, for good reason. The financial costs of college for strivers 
and even for many middle- class families  these days are staggering.10 
Yet strivers face other costs along the path of upward mobility that 
are equally impor tant, though rarely discussed.  These costs are 
ethical; that is, they concern  those aspects of a life that give it value 
and meaning— relationships with  family and friends, connection 
to one’s community, and one’s sense of identity.

 These ethical costs are the often- unacknowledged yet painful 
sacrifices that strivers must make as they journey along their path. 
Why are  these costs ethical? Quite simply  because they involve 
aspects of what, for most of us, count as essential ele ments of 
a good life.  Family, friendship, and community— the aspects of a 
striver’s life that we  will consider— are vital to our flourishing as 
 people. And this is why phi los o phers  going back to Plato and Aris-
totle have been interested in  these essential ele ments of our lives.11

Recognizing  these costs as ethical allows us to understand why 
they are not easily accounted for in the way that financial or other 

9. Prince ton University Press’s  house style uses “he or she” when the gender of 
the subject is undefined. I do not mean for this choice to exclude nonbinary  people 
who prefer to be referred to as “they.” I realize that this is not an ideal solution and 
that some might feel excluded. However, I am committed to using “they” for persons 
who indicate such a preference.

10. Goldrick- Rab, Paying the Price.
11. For a wonderful con temporary reengagement with  these questions, see Wil-

liams, Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy. For the classics, start with Plato, “Republic”; 
Aristotle, “Nichomachean Ethics.”
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costs are. Take, for example, student debt. It is certainly a stress-
ful and common experience for students— strivers and, increas-
ingly,  those who are  middle class—to accumulate debt while in 
college.12 But we also know that students who do gradu ate college 
are more likely to be employed and to make more money than if 
they  hadn’t earned a degree. This debt is a long- term investment 
in their  future. The short- term cost is offset by  future gains. But, 
as we  will see in chapter 1, the ethical costs strivers bear cannot 
be thought of in this way  because they involve ethical goods that 
are not easily replaced. The weakening or loss of relationships 
with  family and friends and ties to one’s community are not easily 
compensated for by making new relationships or entering new 
communities.

Furthermore,  those ethical costs are borne not only by strivers, 
but by their families and communities too. Initially I thought that 
many of my students at CCNY would do so much better academi-
cally if they went to a residential college away from home. Evi-
dence supports this conjecture.13 But I came to realize that this 
would come at a very serious cost.  These students are sources of 
support, love, and inspiration to  family, friends, and neighbors, 
and  those relationships are sources of meaning and value in the 
lives of  those whom they love. In turn,  these experiences enrich 
my students’ perspectives. The path upward for them is much 
more complicated than simply walking away.

Changing the Narrative

 After completing my doctorate, I got a position as a visiting assis-
tant professor at Swarthmore, an elite liberal arts college. My stu-
dents  there  were fantastically well- read, intelligent, and academi-
cally well- prepared. I expected that. What I  hadn’t expected was 
how professional many of them already  were. A few weeks into my 

12. Goldrick- Rab, Paying the Price.
13. Bowen, Chingos, and McPherson, Crossing the Finish Line.



first semester, a very polite and smart young  woman came into my 
office to tell me that the class dynamics  weren’t working for her. 
She was right— I had made the novice  mistake of letting a few vocal 
students dominate the discussion. We talked about how I might 
go about changing  those dynamics. What surprised me  wasn’t 
that this student had noticed that the class  wasn’t working—it was 
painfully obvious— but that she was able to come into my office 
and very calmly and clearly tell me what  wasn’t working. Some 
might scoff at her sense of “entitlement,” but this would dismiss 
too easily what is actually a real set of professional skills that would 
serve this student quite well as she moved through college and, 
I have no doubt, into a successful  career. She understood how to 
deal with authority figures and institutions, how to make sure her 
needs  were heard, and how to advocate for herself. And she did 
all of this without ever seeming disrespectful. College was a place 
that she could navigate easily.14

Then I moved to New York to teach at City College. My stu-
dents  here are like  those at Swarthmore in many re spects, though 
they have a lot more to contend with outside of school. One key 
difference concerns the challenges they encounter in navigating 
their path to a degree. I have to try very hard to get my students 
to come talk to me during office hours. But  those who need that 
interaction the most,  those who are having trou ble in class,  will 
often simply dis appear halfway through the semester. They get 
easily frustrated with themselves and view the challenges they 
confront as a negative reflection of their abilities, rather than as 
an expression of the difficulty of the topic, a failure on my part to 
explain it clearly, or a consequence of the difficult situations they 
contend with at home. It  wouldn’t occur to most of them to walk 
into my office and tell me that the class  isn’t working for them. As 
we  will learn in chapter 2,  these differences I have noticed in how 
students interact with me and with the institution, how they deal 

14. For an excellent book on how well- off students are taught this kind of “ease,” 
see Khan, Privilege.
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with setbacks, how frequently they ask for help, how confident 
they are in their own opinions, and how comfortable they feel in 
the classroom environment are confirmed by what social scientists 
have found. This is not to say that my average CCNY student is 
deficient culturally or socially; rather, the point is that the culture 
and social world of college can be more difficult for them to navi-
gate than it is for the privileged students at elite universities who 
have grown up preparing for this environment.

My efforts to better understand the challenges that my CCNY 
students face led me to the research that is the point of departure 
for this book. I was privileged as a college student in many ways 
that they are not, but nonetheless I identify with many of the ways 
in which they strug gle. The first day I stepped off the airport shut-
tle at Prince ton was also the first time I ever set foot on a college 
campus. My grand mother had cried at the airport while I tried to 
reassure her that every thing would be fine, but neither of us had 
any idea what I was in for. On the shut tle, my anxiety started sim-
mering as I overhead another first- year student chat away on her 
cell phone in at least three diff er ent languages with a confidence I 
could only aspire to have. Phillips Andover was mentioned several 
times. I  didn’t know then that it is one of the most exclusive board-
ing schools in the United States, if not the world. Feeling inadequate 
barely an hour into this new world, I lugged my embarrassingly large 
and heavy suitcase to the third floor of Blair Hall, shut the door, and 
wept on the bare mattress. It hit me for the first time that I was in a 
foreign country and that I would have to figure it out all by myself.

But I had another advantage that I have noticed many strivers 
lack— I had a narrative that allowed me to conceptualize my expe-
rience in a helpful way. Even though my  family could not offer me 
guidance about the transition to college, they had prepared me for 
being an immigrant, and that framing, it turned out, was incred-
ibly useful. Every body in my immediate  family had emigrated 
for economic opportunities—my great- grandfather from a canyon 
in the depths of the Andes to the closest regional city; my grand-
mother from that city to Lima, the capital; and my  mother and 



my aunt from Peru to Eu rope. I was taught that to access oppor-
tunities for upward mobility I would have to eventually move far 
from home and that it would be hard and lonely work. This way 
of understanding my experience prepared me to confront some of 
the toughest challenges I faced. Crucially, unlike the narrative 
of upward mobility students are often offered, the narrative I was 
offered was much more honest about the ethical costs I would face.

The traditional narrative of upward mobility in this country 
acknowledges the academic and financial hurdles that strivers 
have to overcome to succeed, but it does not do a good job of 
preparing students for the emotional, psychological, and ethical 
challenges they  will confront. We rarely tell students that their 
success may come at the expense of some of the  things that they 
hold most dear— their relationships with  family and friends, their 
connection to their communities, and their sense of who they are 
and what  matters to them. Many of us who play a role in the educa-
tion of strivers operate with a very narrow and reductive view of 
the challenges they face. I believe that we need to reconceive this 
narrative to be more honest with students about the challenges 
they  will confront in  these other impor tant areas of their life.

In this book I outline the ele ments of a new narrative of upward 
mobility, one that is honest about the ethical costs involved. Each 
of the first four chapters addresses one par tic u lar ele ment of this 
narrative. The first involves recognizing the ethical costs of upward 
mobility as distinct. Chapter 1 describes  these costs and pre sents 
an argument for why they are diff er ent from other costs that striv-
ers face on their path. The second ele ment of the ethical narrative 
involves situating  those ethical costs in their appropriate context. 
Chapter 2 argues that  these ethical costs are unfairly leveled on 
students born into disadvantage for three contingent reasons: 
socioeconomic segregation, an inadequate safety net, and cultural 
mismatch. This chapter shows us that many of the ethical costs 
strivers face are not a necessary feature of striving itself but are 
instead dependent on how opportunities are unequally distributed 
in the United States. The third ele ment of the ethical narrative 
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involves navigating one’s evolving identity. Chapter 3 focuses on 
the idea of codeswitching— changing how one behaves as one 
moves between the community one is attempting to join and the 
one in which one’s  family and friends reside—in order to avoid 
incurring ethical costs and retain a sense of one’s identity. I argue 
that this is an ethically fraught exercise that must be done with 
care. Strivers need to be reflective about what they value in order 
to avoid compromising in ways that they  will come to regret. The 
fourth ele ment of the ethical narrative, explored in chapter 4, is the 
need for strivers to think about their potential complicity within 
the social structures that make it hard for  others who are disad-
vantaged to succeed. I argue that strivers are in a unique position 
to improve  those structures  because of the skills and knowledge 
they acquire on the path upward. Chapter 5 weaves  these ele ments 
together to pre sent an ethical narrative of upward mobility that is 
more honest about the true nature of the costs of moving up and 
the responsibility we all bear for  those costs.

Methodology

This book is a work of ethics insofar as it contends with topics 
that concern the valuable and meaningful aspects of a  human 
life, but in writing it I also hope to illuminate impor tant aspects 
of the experience of upward mobility in a way that  will speak to 
 those who are striving— first- generation and low- income college 
students— and  those of us who are concerned with enabling  these 
strivers to succeed— professors, administrators, and policymakers. 
My hope is that this book  will move us to embrace a new narrative 
of upward mobility through education, one that is honest about 
the true costs as well as the benefits of this enterprise.15

15. My approach has been inspired by Meira Levinson’s approach to philosophy of 
education, which takes as its point of departure the  actual lived experiences of teach-
ers and students rather than abstract philosophical theorizing. See, in par tic u lar, her 
No Citizen Left  Behind.



A central idea driving this book is that narratives are power ful 
tools in shaping our understanding of ourselves and our  future. It 
is impor tant, then, that the ideas in this book are not only backed 
up by arguments or evidence from the social sciences, though I 
provide both, but also illustrated by the stories of real- life strivers. 
I interviewed 28 strivers— some in person,  others through Skype 
or e- mail, and still  others by phone. I approached  these conversa-
tions as a phi los o pher interested in the perspectives of  those who 
had experienced the profound transformative effect of education 
on their life prospects. I wanted to know how they looked back on 
the sacrifices they had made in order to succeed. But  these inter-
views  were not intended to serve as a rigorous, systematic empiri-
cal study of the experiences of first- generation students. Rather, 
they are meant to show us that narratives of upward mobility are 
far more ethically complicated than is generally acknowledged.

So many of  those who got in touch with me told me that they 
did so  because they felt that this proj ect was impor tant. Many of 
them wished that they had had a book that would have helped 
them make sense of their experiences. I have given all the par-
ticipants pseudonyms— the asterisk accompanying a newly intro-
duced name indicates this— and I have tried my best to keep their 
words as they wrote or said them. I learned so much from their 
stories, and their words have made this book incalculably richer. 
To them I am eternally grateful.

I refer to my own experience throughout  because this was my 
entry point into the topic of this book. I am a person of color, 
a first- generation college gradu ate, and an immigrant. However, 
my experience is not typical of the striver’s path in many ways. As 
someone who has been educated in elite institutions all of my life, 
whose  family has become much wealthier since I was born, and 
who has largely adapted and assimilated to the educated, Ameri-
can upper- middle class, I am not claiming that my own journey is 
representative of the experiences of most students of color, immi-
grants, or  those born into poverty. I infuse my story into this book 
 because I think it is impor tant that in a work concerning the ways 
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in which our backgrounds and educational experiences shape us, 
the voice and experiences of the author are clearly revealed. But 
I do so also  because this book originated from an empathetic 
impulse—as I tried to understand my students, I saw some of the 
challenges I confronted magnified in their experiences. I wanted 
that connection to remain a part of the text.

Fi nally, I include stories drawn from my experience teaching 
strivers. I do so for two reasons. The first is that I want to show how 
the ethical costs discussed in this book play out in the interactions 
students and professors have in the classroom. I hope that  these 
vignettes  will help other educators reading this book to draw con-
nections to their own classrooms. The second is that much of what 
I have learned about strivers I have learned from my students. They 
are the motivation and inspiration for this book. Without them, 
the ideas in this book would have been impoverished.

The way we typically conceive, or misconceive, of the path of 
upward mobility does a disser vice to strivers. As I  will argue in this 
book, the traditional narrative of upward mobility obscures the 
true costs that they  will face and consequently is fundamentally 
dishonest. But the central argument of this book also has deep 
po liti cal implications. In equality in the United States is not only 
growing, but becoming increasingly entrenched in families and 
communities. Education is one tool to mitigate that intergenera-
tional entrenchment. Through education,  children can be given 
the knowledge and skills to ascend into a better socioeconomic 
position than that of their parents.  Those who succeed might be 
able to help their families and serve as role models for  others in 
their community. This is the promise of education for upward 
mobility, but it ignores the true costs of this model to low- income 
communities.

For  those born into families and communities that are heavi ly 
disadvantaged, moving up the socioeconomic ladder often 
involves moving away. This is especially true if strivers want to 
provide their own  children with access to better schools and 
safer neighborhoods than they grew up with. But this impulse, 



while understandable, undermines vital resources disadvantaged 
communities need to create opportunities for advancement from 
within. When  those who gain the social, economic, and cultural 
knowledge to improve their socioeconomic standing move away 
from disadvantaged communities, valuable  human capital walks 
away with them. This phenomenon is often called “brain drain,” 
but the deleterious effect on the fabric of social relationships 
within the community is more than economic. What is drained 
out of the community is also a son, a  sister, a cousin, a neigh-
bor, a babysitter, a mentor.  These bonds within the community 
have the potential to enrich the lives of  those who live in it, and 
when upward mobility is in tension with  these bonds, the com-
munity suffers. In this book, I argue that we need a new narrative 
of upward mobility. But what I hope to have convinced you of by 
the time you reach the conclusion is that what we need is a new 
model of upward mobility, one that lifts communities and not 
just individuals.

16 INTRODUCTION
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1
Recognizing the Ethical 

Costs of Upward Mobility

Sandra* rushes into my office 15 minutes late for our appointment. 
Her hair is wet from the rain. She starts apologizing profusely 
before she even sets her bag down. I smile and try to reassure her 
that I’m not upset; I know that the 1 train is notoriously dreadful 
on a day like this. Sandra is ner vous, and she has good reason to 
be. Her tardiness and absences are starting to become a serious 
prob lem. When she does come to class, though she tries hard to 
keep up with the conversation, she can barely keep her eyes open. 
She  hasn’t turned in a few of the weekly reading responses, and 
the due date for a major paper is fast approaching.

At first, she tries to convince me that I should accept her reading 
responses several weeks late. She tells me that she  really meant to 
turn them in, but she was  running late, and the train, and work . . .  
Her voice trails off. I have a reputation for being strict about dead-
lines. Sandra knows  there is  little she can do to convince me. I’m 
sympathetic but explain the rationale for my policy clearly and 
firmly. She might not recognize it, but this is prob ably for the best. 
I can already see that if she  were to try and “catch up’ ” by making 
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up missed work, her prospects in the class would be even worse. 
Each individual reading response does not make up much of her 
final grade, but the grade she receives on the upcoming paper 
 matters. That is what she needs to concentrate on.

As we talk, a larger story emerges. Sandra tells me that she’s 
been dealing with a lot of “ family drama” back home. This is a 
catchall phrase for the situations many of my students confront: 
sick siblings or  children, parents who need help with childcare 
or chores, relatives who are in  legal or financial trou ble. I listen 
sympathetically, but I  don’t ask for more details. My focus as San-
dra’s professor is on making sure she does well in class. I need to 
encourage her to turn her attention to the upcoming assignment. 
My pedagogical goal is to have her walk out of my office with a 
 mental outline that breaks up the task of writing the paper into 
smaller, less daunting steps. I know from the first few weeks of 
class that she is a smart student and a strong writer; now I must 
convince her that her skills are up to the challenge of this assign-
ment, regardless of what  else is happening in her life.

Lurking beneath this exchange is a larger, more difficult con-
versation about how to confront conflicts between her education 
and  those other impor tant, yet competing, concerns. Finishing 
college, my colleagues and I regularly tell students like Sandra, is 
of crucial importance. If Sandra drops out, she is much more likely 
to be unemployed. Even if she finds a job, the odds are that she 
 will make significantly less money than she would have if she had 
completed her degree.1 If she accumulates debt while attending 
college, as many students do, she may end up worse off eco nom-
ically than when she started. But though she might understand this 
in the abstract, what is more difficult to contend with is the real ity 
that to successfully complete her degree, she  will often have to 
prioritize her education over her  family, friends, and community. 
Sandra is  doing every thing she can to fulfill all of  those obliga-
tions, but I can see that it is too much. The stress is vis i ble in the 

1. Bureau of  Labor Statistics, Unemployment Rates and Earnings.



way her shoulders slump and in how her voice breaks during tense 
moments in our conversation. If she is to succeed in college, she 
 will have to learn to say no to  those for whom she cares. This 
 will involve making difficult sacrifices in areas of her life that she 
finds valuable and meaningful, perhaps even central to her sense 
of who she is. And it is this difficult conversation that faculty and 
administrators so often skirt around when addressing the barriers 
to graduation that students like mine face.

Many disadvantaged students frequently confront the sort 
of situation that Sandra finds herself facing. Their path  toward 
upward mobility is beset with conflicts and sacrifices. It might 
seem obvious that, as her professor, I should advise her to priori-
tize her education over  those competing concerns. Though such 
advice is well meaning, it often disregards the painful real ity of 
carry ing it out. What would it take for Sandra to  really follow that 
advice? What sacrifices would she have to make in order to gradu-
ate? How  will her relationships with her  family change when she 
starts placing a higher priority on finishing her degree? It is crucial 
that  those who want to support students on this path— teachers, 
professors, mentors, families— fully appreciate what they are ask-
ing students to do. And, as I  will suggest throughout this book, it is 
extremely impor tant that strivers— those disadvantaged students 
who are on the path of upward mobility— recognize the nature of 
the sacrifices they  will have to make.

It is widely accepted that strivers must make difficult sacri-
fices to transcend the circumstances into which they are born. 
What  hasn’t been adequately appreciated is that some of the most 
impor tant sacrifices strivers make are ethical, that is, they concern 
the most meaningful and valuable aspects of a good life. What is 
potentially on the line is not just money, time, or hard work, but 
their relationships with friends and  family, the bonds they have 
with their community, and sometimes even their sense of identity. 
In order to distinguish the ethical sacrifices strivers make from 
other costs discussed by economists and social scientists, let’s call 
 these goods ethical goods and the sacrifice of them ethical costs.
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The central idea of this book is that just as we take into account 
other costs of  going to college for strivers— money, time, effort—
we should consider the ethical costs as well. We turn to ethics in 
order to understand  these costs  because it is the study of precisely 
that which makes life good and valuable. In this chapter, I argue 
that understanding the nature of  these ethical goods moves us well 
beyond the cost- benefit analy sis that might be appropriate when 
thinking about money, time, or effort. The ethical costs of upward 
mobility are par tic u lar and not easily offset. Consequently, their 
loss is felt keenly by  those who succeed even if they ultimately have 
much to gain from the sacrifices they have made.

This book is aimed both at  those who want to support strivers 
in their path through college and at strivers themselves.  Those 
who are concerned with the challenges faced by first- generation 
and low- income college students often fail to appreciate the sig-
nificance of the potential ethical costs that strivers encounter in 
pursuing a better life for themselves. And though strivers know 
 these sacrifices intimately, I hope that a thorough discussion of 
their nature can allow them to articulate more clearly the chal-
lenges they face.

Todd’s and Henry’s Stories of Upward Mobility

Many of  those I interviewed for this book shared inspiring stories 
of upward mobility. I heard from professionals whose lives are dra-
matically diff er ent than  those of their parents or the friends with 
whom they grew up. They have college degrees. They own their 
homes. They thrive professionally. Not only are they financially 
better off than their own families  were when they  were growing 
up, but their lives are rich and full of  those ethical goods that are 
impor tant and meaningful— partners, friends, work they enjoy. 
And they got  there through education and hard work. Todd* and 
Henry* are no exception.

Todd, a bright and affable African American man, grew up 
in a predominantly minority neighborhood in Atlanta with his 



grandparents,  mother, and  sister. As Todd described it, the 
neighborhood had experienced extreme decline in the 1970s, 
and when he was growing up it was “not the best neighborhood, 
a lot of crime, a few proj ects nearby.” Todd’s  mother had been a 
drug addict. She had irregular employment with long stretches 
of unemployment. His dad was mostly out of the picture. Todd 
went to the local public school, which was, as he described it, 
“100  percent Black” and notoriously “crappy.” Since much of his 
extended  family lived in the area, his cousins as well as his  sister 
went to the same school.

Todd disliked the neighborhood school. He was teased by 
other students for “trying to be White,” which he interpreted as 
a reference to studying and getting good grades.2  After a teacher 
was stabbed at the school, his  mother asked a friend of hers to let 
them use her address so that Todd would be eligible to attend a 
predominantly White, middle- class, suburban magnet school. As 
Todd pointed out with a hint of embarrassment in his voice, this 
was “technically not above board, but you know . . .”  Because his 
 mother  couldn’t drive him to school, Todd drove himself, despite 
not being a fully licensed driver. Again, this strategy was not  legal, 
but, as he saw it, it was necessary to gain  those educational oppor-
tunities unavailable in his neighborhood. Without guidance from 
his  family, Todd managed to navigate the college application pro-
cess and found a way to become the first person in his  family to go 
to college. When I met him, he was pursuing a master’s degree at 
an Ivy League university  after a few years working in the federal 

2. This comment by Todd touches on a highly contentious topic of debate among 
social scientists— whether  there is a culture of poverty that can be blamed for the 
educational underachievement of some minority groups. In a seminal paper, Signithia 
Fordham and John U. Ogbu argued that African American students often adopt a 
culture that is in opposition to mainstream White culture, and that in this “opposi-
tional culture”  doing well in school is not valued (see their “Black Students’ School 
Success”). Much of the subsequent research has put this theory in doubt. For more on 
this debate, see Ainsworth- Darnell and Downey, “Assessing the Oppositional Culture 
Explanation”; Tyson, Darity, and Castellino, “It’s Not ‘a Black  Thing.’ ” I discuss some 
of this work in the following chapter.

ETHICAL COSTS OF UPWARD MOBILITY 21



22 CHAPTER 1

government. His prospects  were bright. He is now happily mar-
ried to a similarly well- educated  woman and is pursuing a  career 
in the foreign ser vice.

Henry, now a successful White academic, grew up in the Pacific 
Northwest with his  mother,  brother, and  sister in a working- class 
neighborhood. His  mother and grand mother had grown up in 
extreme poverty, and Henry’s own childhood was also marred 
by poverty. His  mother worked off and on at low- paying part- 
time jobs to support the  family. His  father  didn’t play a significant 
role in his upbringing. The  family lived in Section 8 housing— 
government- subsidized housing for low- income families— and 
received food vouchers, welfare, and  free school lunches. Heat 
and hot  water  were scarce, as they are for many poor families. In 
the winter, the  whole  family relied on one space heater, which 
they called “the God.” Sometimes they had to heat hot  water on 
the stove to bathe. They  didn’t have a phone at home and for a 
year had to do without a refrigerator  because the landlord refused 
to fix it. Henry described his memories of growing up as “feeling 
isolated and lonely . . .  partly [as] a result of our socioeconomic 
situation, particularly, our lack of phone, my embarrassment over 
our living situation, and the fact that I  couldn’t afford to do normal 
 things like go to the movies with friends.”

Henry’s  mother had a high regard for education. Throughout 
Henry’s childhood she slowly took the courses she needed to get 
a college degree, eventually earning an associate’s degree. Like 
Todd, Henry  didn’t receive much guidance at home about how to 
apply for a four- year college, so he enrolled in the local commu-
nity college that his  mother attended. Eventually, he transferred 
to a four- year college away from home  because he “worried that 
vari ous prob lems at home would compel [him] to slow down [his] 
education or even drop out.” This was quite clear- sighted of Henry. 
I have seen how hard it is for many of my students to live at home 
and not allow what is happening  there to negatively impact their 
college trajectory. Henry flourished in college, went on to a gradu-
ate program in philosophy, and is now an associate professor at 



a well- respected public university. He is happily married. He and 
his wife both have good incomes and own their home.

Todd and Henry, through hard work and education, managed 
to overcome their circumstances. Statistics tell us that  these cases 
are anomalous. Todd’s  mother and grandparents  didn’t go to col-
lege, yet he managed to not only enroll in college but gradu ate 
and thrive afterwards.  After he received his bachelor’s degree, the 
opportunities available to him far surpassed  those that would be 
expected to be within reach of someone growing up in his neigh-
borhood. Once he receives his master’s degree from an Ivy League 
university, his prospects  will be even brighter than he could have 
 imagined as a young boy. Henry also grew up in poverty, but still 
he managed not only to finish college, but to earn a Ph.D. and 
become a well- respected tenured professor.

 These stories awe and inspire us. They also conform to a well- 
rehearsed narrative of upward mobility in which the sacrifice of 
time, money, and effort earns one a myriad of rewards  later on. 
Todd worked throughout college and  wasn’t able to partake in 
many social opportunities  because of it. Henry lived very frugally 
on his student loans and saved enough money to start paying them 
off as soon as he graduated.  These sacrifices are what we imagine 
it takes for a striver to succeed. What the narrative obscures is the 
ethical costs that are also a part of the ledger.

Understanding Ethical Goods

One of the ways in which we give shape to our lives is by invest-
ing our time and effort into activities, goals, and relationships we 
find valuable.  Those proj ects and relationships end up giving a life 
its distinctive contours. Take a moment to ask yourself what you 
value in your life. Many of us  will respond to this question by cit-
ing  family, friends, community, proj ects or interests, and, if we 
are lucky, work.  These are the aspects of life that I have suggested 
we call ethical goods. They are distinct from  those other aspects 
of our life that are impor tant— financial security, material goods, 
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and time— but that generally  matter to us  because they enable our 
engagement with the ethical goods that are most meaningful to us.3

Ethical goods  matter to us in and of themselves, but they also 
 matter to our sense of identity. Most of us think of our identities 
as closely tied to  those ethical goods in which we are invested. My 
relationship with my  daughter is crucial to my identity as a  mother. 
My engagement with my students is a part of what constitutes 
my identity as a teacher. My relationship, or lack thereof, with 
a Peruvian community informs my sense of myself as Peruvian. 
What this means is that a loss or weakening of  those relationships 
is not only a loss of something that  matters to me but a threat to 
my sense of identity.

 Children and young  people  haven’t yet determined many of 
the ethical goods that  will engage them and become a part of their 
 future identities. For them, the  future is open, full of possibility. As 
they become invested in certain activities, goals, and relationships, 
their life starts to take on its distinctive character and value.4 But 
this should not lead us to overlook how much of young  people’s 
lives is valuable and meaningful to them now.5 Relationships 
with  family, friends, peers, teachers, and  others in the commu-
nity form the backbone of their developing sense of identity.6 Of 
course,  there are many other aspects of young  people’s lives that 
are valuable and meaningful to them for the  future promise they 
hold— education, the discovery and development of their talents, 
a variety of proj ects and interests— but what is often at stake for 
strivers is precisely  those ethical goods that are so central to their 
development and their self- conception now.

3. We can also make this point by saying that time, money, and material goods 
 matter instrumentally, whereas the ethical goods in question  matter intrinsically.

4. For a thoughtful philosophical discussion of what we owe  children whose  future 
is open in this way, see Feinberg, “Child’s Right to an Open  Future.”

5. Robert Noggle develops a careful philosophical position that aims to re spect a 
child’s burgeoning values. See his “Special Agents.”

6. For an overview of the importance of  those early caregivers as understood by 
attachment theory, see Bretherton, “Origins of Attachment Theory.”



I  don’t intend to offer a general analy sis of ethical goods  here. 
That is the task of a lifetime. Rather, I’m  going to focus on the sort 
of ethical goods that are so often at stake for strivers— relationships 
with  family, friends, and community. In order to understand why 
sacrificing  these goods is so consequential to a striver’s life, we 
need to reflect on two impor tant characteristics they possess. The 
first is that  these goods are par tic u lar, and the second is that they 
are not easily replaced.

PARTICULARITY

The fact that I spend my time chatting with my husband  after a 
long day at work, playing with my toddler, cultivating close friend-
ships, using my vacation to visit my grand mother in Peru, worry-
ing about my book, and attending to my students’ pro gress says 
something fundamental about who I am and what I find valuable. 
It is tempting to describe  these values using general categories: 
marriage, parenting, friendship,  family, research, and teaching. 
But I  don’t value marriage as a general category; rather, I value 
my specific relationship with my  actual husband. If my husband 
 were replaced with another equally intelligent and funny man in 
the  middle of the night, I would be understandably upset!7

This is a fanciful phi los o pher’s example, but it points to an 
impor tant aspect of how we relate to many aspects of our life that 
give it value and meaning— they are par tic u lar. It is this friend, this 
child, this community, and this  career that  matter to us. Much of 
our lives is devoted to advancing the wellbeing and flourishing of 
par tic u lar  people and proj ects. My  daughter Carolina, my husband 
Jason, my friend Sarah, the  people who make up my community 
in New York, and my  career as a phi los o pher fill out the contours 
of a life devoted to parenting, marriage, friends, community, and 

7. In the philosophical lit er a ture on love, phi los o phers argue that what we love 
and value is par tic u lar. See Frankfurt, Reasons of Love; Jollimore, Love’s Vision; Schef-
fler, “Valuing.”
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meaningful work. This point is impor tant in helping us better 
understand the significance of what is at stake for strivers. The 
loss of ethical goods that are par tic u lar in this way is unlike other 
kinds of loss.

NOT EASILY REPLACED

The fact that the ethical goods in question are par tic u lar means 
that when  those aspects of our life fade or wane, their loss is not 
canceled out by gaining something  else of value. When we lose 
 people, communities, and relationships that  matter to us, they 
are not easily replaced. Consider losing a dear friend to an illness. 
Even if you then go on to make another friend as a result of that 
experience— for example, in a survivor support group— the void 
left in your life by the first friend’s passing  isn’t simply erased by 
the gain of the second friend. The resulting pain might be miti-
gated by the joys of making a new friend, but what you valued was 
that par tic u lar person in your life, and she  can’t simply be replaced 
by a new person.8 In this re spect, the ethical goods in question are 
diff er ent than other resources one might lose, such as money or 
material goods, which are, in general, replaceable.9

Of course, not all relationships are special or meaningful to us. 
Some relationships might be easily replaced without much loss. 
 After a move, the role a pleasant neighborly acquaintance plays in 
our lives might be filled by an equally pleasant new neighbor. But 
when a person or proj ect or community  matters to us deeply, we 
value it in its particularity, and it is not easily replaced by another. 
The loss in such cases is experienced as meaningful even if  there 
is much to be gained from it.

With  these two ideas in hand, we can start to see why the stan-
dard way of portraying upward mobility falls short. According 

8. I discuss the idea of mitigating ethical goods in the final chapter.
9. For a philosophical discussion of the link between value and irreplaceability, 

see Cohen, “Rescuing Conservatism.”



to the story many of us have grown up hearing, being a striver 
involves sacrificing time, financial resources, and effort, but  those 
short- term losses are made up for by substantial long- term gains. 
The investment of $15,000 in tuition now can be made up for by 
the large gains in income one  will get with a college degree in 
hand  later. Families and communities might also benefit from 
strivers’ success. Some strivers might be inclined to help their 
families financially or to invest in their communities once they 
are able to do so. Furthermore, the gains that result from an edu-
cation are not merely economic, but improvements to one’s life in 
a deeper sense.  Going to college can be transformative. Students 
gain knowledge about the world around them and their place in it. 
They may develop a taste for lit er a ture,  music, and other art forms 
that they might not have been exposed to other wise. In interact-
ing with other students and faculty, they become better thinkers 
and communicators. As phi los o pher John Stuart Mill suggests, a 
university education should aim to make one a “capable and culti-
vated  human being,” not simply prepare one for being a  lawyer or 
doctor.10 Communities may gain as well from having strivers suc-
ceed and go on to serve as role models for other young  people. This 
narrative portrays the path of upward mobility as the accumulation 
of net gains. However, even though when we balance the losses and 
gains, most strivers end up having gained considerably from their 
success— not just financially, but in many valuable areas of their 
life— that  doesn’t mean that the losses incurred are made  whole.

By working hard, Todd and Henry gained educational and 
 career opportunities that would have been unimaginable to many 
who grew up like they did. In the pro cess, they  were exposed 
to ideas,  people, and ways of life that they might not have expe-
rienced had they stayed at home.  There is undeniable value in 
all of this. Neither expressed regret for their choices, and both 
acknowledged how much better off they  were compared to  others 
who had started out like they did. But to assume that  those gains 

10. Mill, “Inaugural Address,” 186.
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simply balanced out the losses experienced in the pro cess fails to 
acknowledge the value of the goods that the two men sacrificed.

Todd’s and Henry’s Stories Revisited

Todd grew up in a neighborhood that despite its disadvantages was 
woven deeply into his  family’s life. His extended  family— cousins, 
aunts, and  uncles— had gone to the same neighborhood school 
and would drop by his grandparents’  house regularly. He told me 
that his “ family was kind of weird in the sense that first cousins, 
second cousins, third cousins, all live in the same areas.  We’re all 
 there. So,  there’s like 80 to 90  people at any given time who are 
cousins.” Todd’s social circle began to change when he switched 
to the magnet school.  There he started hanging out with kids who 
 were mostly White and whose parents  were white- collar profes-
sionals like dentists and doctors.

Even as Todd grew comfortable in his new social circle, he 
 couldn’t completely relax. He was worried about someone dis-
covering that he  wasn’t attending the school legally. He kept his 
life at home largely hidden from his new friends. He had a few 
girlfriends whose parents welcomed him into their home, but, as 
he told me, “I would always avoid conversations with them, where 
I came from, where I actually live,  because I thought it was too 
stark of a difference. I thought that would be a reason for them to 
say, ‘Oh, my  daughter  can’t see you anymore.’ ”

His new friends took it for granted that they  were  going to col-
lege, unlike the kids in his neighborhood. Todd learned what he 
could from them and applied to college himself. When he arrived 
at college he experienced what he described as “a culture shock.” 
He was well prepared academically, but socially he experienced 
a per sis tent “feeling of still being other.” Some of the strug gles 
 were financial; he found it hard to find the time or money to par-
ticipate in the social activities in which his peers  were involved. 
But the disconnect went deeper. He told me, “I felt okay walking 
around campus. . . .  I could blend in a  little. But once I said or did 



something to break the illusion, I felt that it would all fall apart.” 
 These feelings continued in Todd’s prestigious internship and,  later, 
his government job. He said: “I  didn’t  really get close to anyone. 
I  didn’t  really make any friends . . .  I think partially  because we 
came from diff er ent backgrounds. It was hard for me.” At vari ous 
points, Todd was part of many diff er ent communities— his child-
hood neighborhood, high school, college, and workplace. Yet even 
as he became more a part of the communities of  those who shared 
his level of education, he felt it difficult to connect with  others in a 
way that would allow him to forge  those new relationships.

At the same time, his relationship with his  family was weaken-
ing. At first, while he was in college, he would visit home often. 
But as he moved farther away, he “completely cut off from them 
 because I just  wasn’t  running in the same circles as they  were and 
not  doing the same  things that they  were.” When Todd moved to 
the Northeast, the expense of driving home became an additional 
deterrent. But  there was another  factor that also contributed to 
straining his connection to his  family. As he told me, “A lot of my 
relationship with them had become very monetized in a way. . . .  
Whenever they called me, it was always about money.” Todd sent 
his  family money as soon as he started working, but his  sister never 
thought it was enough. His calls became more infrequent  because 
it was difficult to say no to his  family’s requests.

This situation was not easy for Todd. Though  there was much 
he had gained by taking advantage of the educational and  career 
opportunities in front of him, a deep sense of loss pervaded our 
conversation. When I asked him to reflect on what he would tell 
his younger self, he expressed some regret about the trade- offs 
he had made. He told me: “It was almost like I was given the 
choice . . .  to sacrifice relationships for being able to survive col-
lege. I would tell my past self to try to find ways not to do that, try 
to find ways to not make it such a trade- off. To maybe find ways 
to make it more involved, like, you can still have your  family  there 
and you can still reach out to them and be with them, and not have 
this fear of falling back into their ways.”
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Todd was clearly proud of every thing he had achieved. Yet he 
felt conflicted about what he had had to give up in the pro cess. 
His connection to his  family and community became increasingly 
tenuous the more he achieved. And though he slowly gained new 
friendships, new relationships, and a new community,  these gains 
did not simply cancel out the connections he had lost.

Henry’s trajectory echoes Todd’s in many re spects. Henry 
recalled that “the hardest part about college [was] feeling . . .  
culturally out of place and my worries and guilt about my  family.” 
His  sister, who at the time was struggling with drug addiction, 
asked to live with him during his second year at college. Henry 
wrote: “She asked if she could live in [college] with me and I said 
yes. I neither believed nor disbelieved that my  sister would be 
able to kick her drug habit. But I wanted to give her the chance to 
move out of the environment [back home] and I wanted to give 
my mom some relief.” The arrangement  didn’t last long, and his 
 sister continued to strug gle with her addiction afterward.

Henry grew more and more depressed and sought counseling. 
But when one of his counselors suggested he had no responsibili-
ties  toward his  family, he grew angry. Walking away from them 
 wasn’t easy or uncomplicated, even if he felt that it was often nec-
essary to achieve the goals he had set for himself. As he saw it:

I do not think I could have helped to prevent any of the vari ous 
 things that happened to my  family from happening. I doubt the 
overall trajectory of their lives would have been much diff er-
ent had I stayed. . . .  My  sister would still have strug gled with 
addiction, my mom would still have been kicked out of her 
 house, and all the vari ous other events that I have not men-
tioned prob ably would have occurred too. But I would have 
been  there for them. I would have been  there, helpful and car-
ing, with my  family.

Yet again, Henry’s analy sis is astute— there was  little he could 
have done to solve all of his  family’s prob lems. But he was also 
right that by being  there, he would have been able to show his 



 family that he cared and to share in their pain. His distance frayed 
 those relationships, though maintaining that distance prob ably 
was the only way he could have succeeded on his path. Reflect-
ing on his experience, he wrote: “When I think about them I feel 
like I have no soul. I keep walking away.” The keen sense of loss 
Henry experienced  wasn’t assuaged by every thing he had gained. 
He also thought his choices reflected something about himself he 
found troubling.

Once we dig deeper into Todd’s and Henry’s stories, we begin 
to see the ways in which the relationships that are valuable to most 
of us— those with  family, friends, and our communities— are par-
ticularly vulnerable to fraying on the path of upward mobility. A 
central difficulty for both men involved seeking a balance between 
maintaining the ethical goods that  shaped their early lives and 
seeking opportunities for advancement. To find a path upward, 
strivers must often enter new communities, with their own dis-
tinct sets of demands. But  those communities are distant, literally 
and meta phor ically, from the families, friends, and home commu-
nities of  these strivers. In becoming a part of  those communities, 
they risk their engagement with ethical goods closer to home. It 
is  these trade- offs and sacrifices that are largely invisible in the 
uplifting narratives of upward mobility we are used to hearing.

I would like to draw our attention to two points that emerge 
as we read through  these stories. First, the ethical costs involved 
in upward mobility give rise to complicated feelings, sometimes 
even regret and guilt.11 It might be tempting to dismiss  these feel-
ings as irrational, as Henry’s therapist did, but I urge us to hold off 
on making that judgment. The appropriate response to the loss of 
something we value is to feel regret. And it is not unreasonable 
to feel guilt when your own choices play a role in that loss. Even 
when a striver is sure that his or her choices are the right ones, feel-
ings of moral ambiguity may remain. That ambiguity often reflects 

11. For a heartbreaking discussion of  these feelings from the perspective of a coun-
selor and psychologist, see Jensen, Reading Classes.
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something deeply impor tant about what is at stake— and recogniz-
ing that importance  doesn’t require us to change our evaluation 
that the striver did the right  thing.

Second, the ethical costs of upward mobility are borne not just 
by the striver, but by his  family, friends, and community. When a 
valuable relationship is lost or weakened, both parties lose some-
thing valuable. When a striver’s relationship with his or her  family 
deteriorates, the  family suffers as well. When a friendship is lost, 
two  people lose a friend. When a striver’s connection to his or 
her community is severed, the community also bears the loss of a 
motivated and talented member. Ethical costs are also borne by 
 those who stay  behind. We  will return to this very impor tant point 
in the chapters that follow.

Trading Off Ethical Goods

Only 21   percent of low- income, first- generation students who 
enroll in higher education  will receive a degree compared 
with 57   percent of students who are not low- income or first- 
generation.12 Many of  these first- generation students hope to 
achieve upward mobility by attending college, but their paths get 
disrupted. No doubt many of  those disruptions are the result of 
financial, academic, and other hardships that low- income students 
face, but an honest account of the hurdles faced by such students 
should include the potential ethical costs students are liable to 
pay.13 I do not mean to suggest that  these costs fully or largely 
explain the lack of completion rates among this student popula-
tion. However, in order to understand the full spectrum of costs 

12. One of the biggest challenges in higher education is that of college completion, 
in par tic u lar among low- income students. See Bowen and McPherson, Lesson Plan; 
Cahalan et al., “Indicators of Higher Education Equity.”

13. We should not overlook the role of food and housing insecurity in college 
completion and success. For more on this issue, see Goldrick- Rab, Paying the Price.



that strivers face, we  shouldn’t overlook the ethically meaningful 
portion of the ledger.14

Understanding  these costs  matters not only  because  doing so 
might help us better understand why strivers’ paths get disrupted, 
but also  because  these costs are diff er ent in impor tant ways from 
other kinds of costs. As we have noted, what is often at stake for 
strivers— relationships with  family and friends, ties to their com-
munity, and sense of identity— are ethical goods that are par tic u-
lar, not easily replaced, and impor tant to the lives most of us hope 
to lead. Consequently, their loss is a particularly difficult cost to 
bear, one that is not easily mitigated, even by the many gains that 
are reaped from educational and  career success. In this section, we 
 will investigate how  these goods are traded off. With this analy sis 
in hand, we  will be able to understand the argument, developed 
fully in the following chapter, that strivers are more likely to bear 
 these costs in a society, like our own, that suffers from socioeco-
nomic segregation, an inadequate safety net, and cultural forces 
that privilege  those who are already other wise advantaged.

PRIORITIZING ETHICAL GOODS  UNDER CONSTRAINTS

In valuing my relationship with a  family member or friend, I have 
a reason to devote myself to it that I  wouldn’t have other wise.15 I 
spend time and energy thinking about how to help my friend Sarah 
when she needs emotional support  because she is an impor tant 
part of my life. If I did not value our friendship, then she would not 
play the same role in my thinking and action that she does now. 
This is another way of saying that valuing a good,  whether it is a 
friendship or a  family relationship, requires that we prioritize it 

14. No doubt more social science research has to be conducted to understand how 
and when  these kinds of costs arise. My role as a phi los o pher is to explain the nature 
of  these goods in order to understand how their loss affects the ethical life of  those 
who must bear them.

15. For a sophisticated philosophical discussion of this idea, see Scheffler, Bound-
aries and Allegiances.
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when making decisions. But we are also finite beings with  limited 
time and resources—we cannot prioritize every thing. As a conse-
quence, we face ethical conflicts— situations in which two or more 
goods we value are at play and we cannot prioritize them both. 
In such cases, we must decide to put our time and effort into one 
 thing we value at the expense of another. That is, we must make 
a trade- off— a sacrifice in one valuable domain of our lives for the 
sake of a gain in another.

Trade- offs arise  because we are constrained by how much 
time, money, or attention we can invest in a par tic u lar good.  These 
constraints are not inherently a bad  thing. Friendship is a special 
relationship in part  because we cannot have that kind of relation-
ship with every one. We only choose some  people to make a part 
of our lives in this way. Constraints allow us to focus our energy on 
a few goods,  whether they be  people, proj ects, or goals, and  these 
become impor tant to who we are and what we value. Sometimes 
the conflicts we face are easy to resolve. I  will choose to spend 
time with my  daughter over many other proj ects and goods that I 
value  because I do not value them nearly as much as my relation-
ship with her.

But even though we all face constraints, the constraints we face 
are not all equal. For  those in poverty, the constraints imposed 
by not having enough time, money, or attention to devote to the 
goods in their lives are acute and can have a negative effect on their 
ability to lead flourishing lives. Furthermore, when other areas 
of one’s life are already severely restricted by a lack of resources 
and opportunities, any potential harm to one’s relationships with 
 family, friends, or community is especially disheartening.

Think back to Sandra, who we saw struggling to balance all 
of her obligations at the beginning of this chapter. The par tic u lar 
details of the real Sandra’s situation are no doubt complex; for 
the sake of our discussion, I  will rely on a composite, fictionalized 
picture of Sandra based on my experiences teaching students like 
her. Suppose that Sandra’s  sister is sick and needs caretaking. Now 
she has to decide between attending to her  sister or attending an 



impor tant class. She is facing an ethical conflict that requires a 
trade- off. But having to choose between her love for her  family 
and her desire to pursue an education is not only emotionally dif-
ficult. The trade- off she decides to make  will also have impor tant 
consequences for her success in college and, in turn, for her  future. 
The consequences of  either choice are potentially devastating— 
damage to a meaningful relationship or failing to finish her degree. 
As we  will see in the next chapter,  because of the socioeconomic 
structures into which they are born, strivers are liable to face 
this kind of tragic conflict more frequently than  those who are 
better off.

A PUZZLE

At this point in the argument you might be wondering: How does 
a decision in a one- off case like this lead to the sort of ethical costs 
strivers are liable to pay? Of course, Sandra’s choice is difficult, 
but even if she chooses not to be  there for her  sister this time, she 
can make up for it by choosing to help her sick  sister on another 
occasion. When confronted with such conflicts,  isn’t it pos si ble 
to balance the competing values by prioritizing one good some 
of the time and the conflicting good other times? In fact, if we 
return to Todd’s and Henry’s stories, we see that they  were both 
trying to pursue something like this strategy. While in college, 
Todd chose to drive home to visit his  family on weekends even 
though  there  were many other  things he could have been  doing 
on campus instead. And Henry agreed to have his  sister stay with 
him while she was struggling with her addiction even though he 
was working hard to gradu ate from college and find a better life 
for himself. So how is it that Todd and Henry ended up feeling like 
they had sacrificed  those relationships?

 There is a genuine puzzle  here. As we have seen, one fundamen-
tal challenge of the  human plight is the strug gle to accommodate 
all of the goods we value within the limitations of a finite life. We 
all make trade- offs. But a single instance of forgoing a par tic u lar 
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good  won’t make us less engaged with it. It is how we  handle 
 these conflicts over and over again that determines the  people we 
become. The person who chooses  family over competing goods 
repeatedly is the one who we think of as valuing  family. A good 
friend is not one who only occasionally prioritizes friendship but 
one who prioritizes it consistently. Cultivating  those goods in our 
life— relationships with  family and friends, education, our rela-
tionship with our community, our hobbies and interests— requires 
that we make repeated choices to invest in them. Eventually  those 
small choices add up to genuine engagement.

The puzzle then is that strivers might never feel like they are 
rejecting or sacrificing  family, friends, or community, but they 
might come to discover  after a number of years that they  didn’t 
invest enough in  those relationships. It is beyond the scope of 
this book to fully specify what counts as “enough.” The answer no 
doubt varies from individual to individual and is highly context- 
sensitive. But the point  here is that if we  really do care about a 
sibling or a friend, we always feel the pull to prioritize them, 
even if in some situations we feel that, regrettably, other goods— 
education,  career, or our own wellbeing— must take pre ce dence. 
And  those with whom we have  those relationships might, quite 
understandably, feel rejected or undervalued when we neglect to 
choose them, especially if we do so over and over again. I  will 
return to this impor tant point  later in the book, but it is impor tant 
to be reminded that the ethical goods we have been discussing— 
relationships with  family and friends and the ties that one feels to 
one’s community— are goods not only for the striver but also for 
the striver’s  family, friends, and community. The erosion of  these 
goods is felt by them as well.

The prob lem is that strivers face ethical conflicts that make it 
particularly difficult for them to be able to invest enough in all of 
the areas of their life they value while  doing what they need to do 
to succeed in the path of upward mobility. It is the frequent dif-
ficult trade- offs they are forced to make in their circumstances that 
ultimately weaken their relationships with their families, friends, 



and communities. This erosion in areas of their life that they find 
meaningful and valuable can, in turn, affect their sense of who 
they are.

The High Price Strivers Pay

Let’s take stock. I have argued that upward mobility involves ethi-
cal costs.  These are the sacrifices that strivers make in areas of 
their lives that are meaningful and valuable— family, connection to 
community, friendship— which I have called ethical goods.  These 
costs are quite significant  because the ethical goods that are at 
stake are par tic u lar and not easily replaced. I have argued that 
 these costs are the result of ethical trade- offs that are made in the 
face of conflicts between diff er ent goods. Sometimes  these ethical 
conflicts are the results of resource limitations that we all face as 
 human beings, but, as we  will see, the distinct limitations faced by 
strivers lead them to confront much more costly and meaningful 
trade- offs than are faced by more affluent students.

When we tell students to value and prioritize their educa-
tion, we are in effect telling them to choose education over other 
competing goods. For  those who are fortunate enough to have 
abundant resources,  those competing goods might be time with 
friends, effort they could expend in pursuing hobbies, or financial 
resources they might spend on travel. For example, a very well- off 
student at an extremely selective university is blessed with the 
option of applying her time and effort  toward many potential ethi-
cal goods. She still  faces many hard choices— choosing between 
a study abroad program in Italy or a  great internship at Google is 
a hugely consequential choice for this student’s  future  career and 
her developing identity.16 But the consequences of her choices 
are diff er ent in two impor tant re spects from  those strivers face. 
The first is that the potential negative consequences of her choice 

16. Thanks to Gina Schouten and to an anonymous referee for pushing me to make 
this point clearer.
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are unlikely to be devastating, as they might be for the striver. A 
low- income college student who fails out of college is much more 
likely to stay mired in poverty, saddled with debt. The second key 
difference is that the costs of the privileged student’s choices do 
not impact her  family or community in the same way. A striver 
who chooses not to play a caretaking role for a sick member of 
her  family in order to attend class has added a significant burden 
to her already deprived  family.

Of course, the majority of students are not  either privileged 
like the student described  here or in the dire circumstances many 
strivers face. Most of them confront situations that are somewhere 
in between  these two extremes. Some middle- class students  will 
incur ethical costs  because their families confront a sudden medi-
cal or financial emergency.  Others might be in better socioeco-
nomic circumstances but still find that their education creates a 
distance between themselves and  those with whom they are close 
 because they are the first in their  family to go to college. What the 
comparison between the privileged student and the striver helps 
us see is that in order to  really understand the ethical costs at stake, 
we need to look at more than simply the choice being made and 
take into account the circumstances  under which  those choices 
are made. Let’s imagine two very diff er ent sets of circumstances 
for Sandra to elucidate this point.

In the circumstances typical of a striver, Sandra  faces not only 
a difficult choice between two aspects of her life that she values, 
but a situation in which  either choice is bad in some impor tant 
re spect for both her and her  family— she’s  either putting her col-
lege trajectory at risk or saddling her  family with having to find 
someone to care for her  sister. Now imagine Sandra growing up in 
an upper- middle- class  family. Her  sister is sick, but she is  going to 
college a few hundred miles from home. If her parents can afford 
to hire a caretaker to attend to her  sister’s day- to- day needs, then 
although Sandra would be just as concerned about her  sister, she 
would experience the conflict between her education and her 
 sister’s wellbeing differently.



This comparison illustrates one of the central points of my 
argument: ethical costs are embedded in larger social, economic, 
and cultural structures. They do not occur in a vacuum, and they 
do not affect every one equally. In the next chapter, with the 
help of recent work in social science, we  will return to this point 
and situate this phenomenon in concrete social and economic 
 factors— housing segregation, lack of a safety net, and cultural 
mismatch.

Reconsidering Sandra’s Choice

When she came to my office, Sandra was struggling with every-
thing she had to deal with at home and school. She was falling 
 behind in class, but she needed to pass to be on track for gradu-
ation. As her professor, I understood my role to be helping her 
succeed in my class. But, stepping back from that role, I want  here 
to consider the larger ethical question: What should a student 
like Sandra do? As we have seen, the answer is not as  simple as 
we might have initially thought. Of course, Sandra is in college 
to get a degree, and  doing so, in all likelihood,  will make her life 
substantially better in the long run. With a degree in hand, she 
might be in a better position to help her  family financially  after a 
few years. And if she has taken on debt, it is even more impor tant 
that she gradu ate. I strongly believe that this is true for most of 
my students and other strivers.

But we also need to ask: What is on the other side of that equa-
tion? What  will she be trading off for the sake of succeeding in 
college?  Those of us who went to college in more fortunate cir-
cumstances  don’t always fully understand what is at stake when 
students who are other wise academically capable strug gle to 
gradu ate. We might interpret such students as irrational or lazy, 
dismiss their choices as simply the unfortunate product of cir-
cumstance, and maybe even conclude that  those students do not 
value education, but rarely do we acknowledge that they might be 
responding to a genuinely difficult ethical choice. Understanding 
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the broader context in which students are making such decisions 
should lead us to be wary of drawing such conclusions. If Sandra 
decides to care for her sick  sister, it does not mean that she  doesn’t 
care about her education; rather, she has de cided that in this 
instance her  family takes priority. Another student in a similar situ-
ation might just as reasonably decide to prioritize  going to class. 
 These are hard choices.17 Though  these students are making dif-
fer ent trade- offs, both are likely to feel guilt and regret once their 
decision is made  because they still value the good they sacrificed.

For strivers, choosing to prioritize their families and communi-
ties often means that they risk not finishing their degrees and fall-
ing off the trajectory of upward mobility. Students who are fortu-
nate not to face such choices do not value education more; rather, 
they are lucky to be in circumstances that  don’t require them to 
make extremely painful sacrifices in  those aspects of their life that 
 matter deeply to them in order to advance their educational goals.

My experience of college was vastly diff er ent than that of my 
students. Yet I relate to some of the challenges strivers face  because 
I was a diff er ent kind of striver—an immigrant. When I was grow-
ing up, Peru was ravaged by terrorism, poverty, and corruption. 
My  mother and aunt had both emigrated for better opportuni-
ties, and my grand mother encouraged me to seek a way out too. 
I was privileged both in being able to leave and in the manner in 
which I was able to do it—my aunt and  uncle  were able to support 
me financially through college, and I was able to attend a wealthy 
college that offered me substantial financial aid to cover what my 
 family could not. Despite  these advantages, when I immigrated to 
this country I increased the distance between myself and many 
aspects of my life that constituted a significant source of meaning 
and value for me at that time. The sacrifices I made, which pale in 
comparison to  those of students born into disadvantage, paid off 

17. For a philosophical discussion of hard choices, see Chang, “Are Hard Choices 
Cases of Incomparability?” Her TED Talk provides an accessible introduction to her 
analy sis; see “How to Make Hard Choices.”



for me in a big way. I can now make a good living and spend most 
of my hours engaged by work that I find fulfilling and rewarding. 
But I am ever more distant from my country, my culture, and, 
crucially, the  people I grew up with.

Once we understand the nature of the hard choices faced by 
strivers, I think we have to resist temptation to judge  those who 
make diff er ent choices too harshly. Many Peruvians emigrated 
for better economic opportunities when I did, but many also 
de cided to stay even when they had the opportunity to leave. 
They chose to remain close to  those whom they loved and to a 
country and community they cherished. Many of them  will read-
ily admit that their economic prospects would have been better 
if they had gone elsewhere, but they  weren’t willing to sacrifice 
much of what they valued for the sake of  those opportunities. This 
was not an unreasonable or irrational choice— there  were good 
reasons on both sides. And it would be preposterous for me to 
blame my fellow Peruvians who chose to stay, even if as a result 
their educational or economic achievements  were diminished. Yet 
it is not unusual to hear or read that same sentiment about  those 
who remain in impoverished communities in the United States.

I do not intend to generalize about the motives of  those whose 
lives are marred by lack of economic and educational opportu-
nities. My point is rather that when we seek to understand the 
ethical conflicts and sacrifices that are so often a part of the story 
of upward mobility, we should consider the possibility that the 
choices faced by  those born into disadvantage are much more ethi-
cally nuanced than we may initially perceive. They are not simply 
choosing to forsake opportunities for educational and financial 
advancement; some are choosing to stay engaged with genuinely 
valuable goods.

As her professor, the best I can do for Sandra is to clearly lay 
out what is at stake in the options before her. I can advise her about 
what she can reasonably expect to gain from a college degree. I 
can tell her how impor tant it is that if she does pursue a degree, 
she finish it. It would be much worse if she  were to drop out with 
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significant amounts of student debt. We can discuss strategies for 
studying that  will help her carve out some time and space to focus 
on her schoolwork away from home. And I can acknowledge how 
difficult her choices are. What I should not do is portray a falsely 
optimistic picture of the path of upward mobility. The narrative 
we offer strivers should include a true accounting of the ethical 
costs they might incur to succeed.
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2
Situating Ethical 

Costs in Context

The path of upward mobility is beset with ethical costs— strivers’ 
relationships with  family and friends wane, their bonds to their 
communities weaken, and  these changes may even threaten their 
sense of identity. I’ve used the term ethical goods to refer to  those 
aspects of life that are meaningful and valuable to most of us. I’ve 
argued that strivers face ethical conflicts— situations in which one 
must trade off two or more ethical goods. In the face of such con-
flicts, strivers incur painful ethical costs. As I argue in the previous 
chapter,  these ethical costs are also borne by  those who are left 
 behind— family, friends, and communities.

This experience can be disorienting, and it is all too easy for 
strivers to see the choices they make and the consequences of 
 those choices as evidence of personal shortcomings. In their 
book The Hidden Injuries of Class, Richard Sennett and Jonathan 
Cobb describe blue- collar workers who see their achievements 
and failures through the lens of individual responsibility instead 
of correctly allocating a significant share of the responsibility to 
the social and economic structures that undermine their access 
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to the opportunities they seek.1 Strivers might see themselves as 
bad siblings,  daughters, sons, or friends. They might feel as if their 
own success has come at the expense of  those they love. And, natu-
rally, they might experience surprisingly strong feelings of guilt 
and regret in light of this perception.2 The tendency to internalize 
 these ethical costs is understandable, but it ignores the ways in 
which such costs are closely tied to in equality in the social and 
economic structures into which strivers are born.

In the previous chapter, I argued that strivers (and their fami-
lies and communities),  because of differences in their background 
circumstances, face  these often- tragic ethical costs differently than 
do  those college students who are better off.  These differences are 
a contingent consequence of the par tic u lar ways in which unequal 
access to opportunities and social supports is structured in the 
United States. That  these costs are a consequence of unjust socio-
economic structures means that they can be mitigated by social, 
economic, and po liti cal action. To make this claim persuasive, 
however, we need to understand how ethical costs depend on the 
social and economic structures in which we are all embedded. In 
this chapter, I  will draw this crucial connection.

We  will look at three  factors— socioeconomic and racial seg-
regation, unequal access to social support ser vices and medical 
care, and cultural mismatch— that play a crucial role in creating 
and exacerbating the ethical costs that strivers, their families, 
and their communities face. This is not meant to be an exhaus-
tive list. Rather, I aim to show how we can start drawing critical 
connections between the difficult experiences of strivers, who are 
attempting to improve their life prospects through education, and 
the broader social and economic structures that make  those expe-
riences ethically perilous.

The tension between ethical goods and unjust socioeconomic 
structures is not unique to strivers, though their experience is 

1. See Sennett and Cobb, Hidden Injuries of Class.
2. See Jensen, Reading Classes.
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distinctive.  Women, members of racial minorities, and  others who 
are marginalized by such structures might also experience their 
own flourishing as being in some ways pitted against the flourish-
ing of the  people whom they love. A working  mother who feels 
guilty  because she cannot fulfill her commitments at home and at 
work is in many cases internalizing a conflict that is traceable to 
social structures that are beyond her control. Increasingly, even 
 those in the American  middle class are victims of the same conflict 
due to the lack of social supports for childcare, medical care, and 
eldercare.3 The focus of this book is the distinct experience of 
strivers, but their predicament reveals a wider phenomenon. The 
relationships that constitute families, friendships, and communi-
ties can be undermined by background conditions of in equality, 
segregation, discrimination, and lack of social supports.  These 
structures do not neatly divide the population into  those who 
are privileged and  those who are disadvantaged, though this is 
a con ve nient simplification that allows us to more clearly see the 
phenomenon. We are all affected to some extent by the  factors 
that we  will be discussing.

Jeron’s Story: Crabs in a Bucket

Relationships are one of the most impor tant aspects of a mean-
ingful  human life. Aristotle argued that  human beings are social 
by nature; we flourish in the com pany of  others.4 Con temporary 
phi los o pher Samuel Scheffler has suggested that our proj ects and 
relationships give “purpose and shape to our lives” and thus are a 
central category of  human value.5 Our development from infancy 
to adulthood happens primarily through our engagement with 
the  people around us; our friends and  family comprise the core 
of our communities, but even more than that, they are crucial to 

3. See Collins, “Real Mommy War.”
4. Aristotle, “Nichomachean Ethics,” 1253a1251–1218.
5. See Scheffler, “Morality and Reasonable Partiality.”
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our flourishing. Yet for strivers, racial and economic segregation 
means that  those relationships are often in tension with their own 
flourishing.

We can see this in the story of Jeron*, a young African Ameri-
can man from Texas. When Jeron and I spoke, he was wearing a 
crisp button- down shirt with a charming bowtie. He looked the 
part of a college counselor— calm, thoughtful, and affable. Few 
would guess that Jeron had grown up in extreme poverty. Jeron’s 
 mother was a drug addict who had never graduated from high 
school; in fact, nobody in Jeron’s  family had. They subsisted off 
welfare, living in subsidized Section 8 housing in a low- income, 
predominantly African American and Latino neighborhood in 
Austin. As Jeron described it to me, their life was “about survival 
and making sure that you could put food on the  table.”

When I asked Jeron about the  people he grew up with, he said 
that most of them “are still in the streets selling drugs. Still into the 
street life.” Yet as a child, Jeron was highly dependent on  people in 
his community, particularly  because his  mother  couldn’t provide 
adequate care for him and his older siblings  were in and out of 
jail. When Jeron was in the seventh grade, his chaotic  family situ-
ation became too much to  handle, and he left home. Sometimes 
he stayed with friends; sometimes he slept on the streets. The 
 family of one of his friends took him in for a bit. During periods 
when he  didn’t have a home to stay in, he hid a bucket with all of 
his possessions  behind some bushes each morning on his way to 
school. In his ju nior year of high school, his football coach dis-
covered his secret. That moment changed his life. This coach took 
Jeron in and helped him get into Langston University, a historically 
black college.  After completing a master’s degree, he now works 
for the Department of Residential Living and Learning at a state 
university in Texas helping other students like himself transition 
into college.

As a college counselor, Jeron has become even more reflective 
about what it took for him to succeed. As he described it, one of 
the more difficult aspects of his path upward had been not allowing 
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himself to be “dragged” back down by  those who mattered the 
most to him— family and friends. He referred to this phenomenon 
as “crabs in the bucket.” Much like a crab trying to claw its way 
out of a bucket  will get dragged back down by other crabs, strivers 
trying to move upward can be held back and pulled down by  those 
whom they love— even  those who have good intentions. Besides 
one childhood friend who also went to college, most of the  people 
in Jeron’s social circle growing up “ were  going to sell drugs, play 
ball, join the military, or that was it. Or you die or go to prison.” So 
when Jeron went to college, he disconnected from his community 
and moved to Oklahoma,  because, as he told me, “The only way I 
felt I could make it through college was if I left completely.” Only 
recently has he started to visit his old neighborhood.

Jeron’s story embodies an extreme version of the story of 
upward mobility. His community was one in which poverty and 
the challenges that accompany it  were severely concentrated and 
in which ave nues for upward mobility  were virtually non ex is tent. 
In his situation,  those relationships that are meant to be crucial to 
a person’s flourishing became liabilities. Moving up required that 
he leave them  behind.

Finding Opportunities Elsewhere

Jeron’s case offers a severe— but all too common— illustration of 
poverty’s consequences. Not all strivers confront situations as 
extreme as Jeron’s. But as we  will see in this section, for strivers, 
opportunities for educational and economic advancement are 
often found outside of their neighborhoods. Thus, even in cases 
in which friends and  family are supportive and nurturing, moving 
up the ladder of mobility requires that strivers literally distance 
themselves from the relationships that would other wise be central 
to their flourishing. The distance that they must travel in order to 
attend college, find a middle- class job, and raise their own kids in 
a neighborhood with a school that regularly sends gradu ates to 
college is literal. But it is also metaphorical— one’s own life starts 
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to feel removed from the relationships, concerns, and viewpoints 
with which one grew up. The amount of distance required can vary 
a  great deal, but negotiating it is often a feature of the experience 
of upward mobility.

In the United States, a child born into poverty is very likely to 
live surrounded by  others who are in a similar position. Poverty 
tends to be concentrated in certain neighborhoods— meaning that 
low- income  children  will likely live around other families who are 
poor and go to school with other  children who are poor. If  those 
 children are Latino or Black, their school is twice as likely to be at 
least two- thirds low- income than if they are White.6

Neighborhoods in which poverty is concentrated tend to 
have serious prob lems that make it very difficult for the  children 
who live in them to get a decent K–12 education. For a myriad of 
reasons— insufficient funding, excessive class sizes, inexperienced 
teachers, vio lence, lack of adequate social supports— schools in 
severely disadvantaged neighborhoods tend to be much worse 
than  those in middle- class neighborhoods.  Children who go to 
 these schools are much less likely to gradu ate (only 68  percent 
 will do so as opposed to 91  percent in low- poverty schools), to 
attend a four- year college, or to obtain a bachelor’s degree.7 Jeron 
went to a high school that was typical for someone of his back-
ground. It served predominantly low- income students of color. 
Only about 60 students out of a class of 260 graduated the year that 
Jeron did.  After the Texas Education Agency deemed the school 
“academically unacceptable” for a number of years, it was shut 
down.8 The fact that Jeron graduated from high school is impres-
sive; the fact that he left his neighborhood and went to college is 
nearly miraculous.

6. Orfield et al., “Deepening Segregation”; Orfield, Kucsera, and Siegel- Hawley, 
“E Pluribus.”

7. Bowles, Gintis, and Osborne- Graves, Unequal Chances; Aud et al., “Condition 
of Education.”

8. Whittaker, “Johnston High School Is Dead.”
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The life of a child born into poverty  will differ from a middle- 
class child’s life not only in terms of material deprivation, but also 
in terms of who comprises his or her community and how deeply 
embedded that child is within the community. Given the real ity 
of socioeconomic segregation, a child born into poverty is  going 
to develop  those crucial initial relationships with  others who are 
similarly disadvantaged. In and of itself,  there is nothing inherently 
problematic about this, but, as we  will see, concentrated poverty 
tends to be accompanied by other challenges that threaten the sta-
bility of  those relationships. Furthermore,  children born into pov-
erty  aren’t only living and  going to school with  others in a similar 
position, but are developing deep bonds within their community. 
Sociologist Annette Lareau, who studies the parenting practices 
of working- class and middle- class families, finds that working- 
class parents give their  children more freedom and allow them 
to spend substantial amounts of time playing with other  children 
in the neighborhood and with extended  family members.9 As a 
consequence,  these  children tend to be more deeply connected to 
extended  family and other  children in their own neighborhoods 
who are also working class or poor. Middle- class  children, in con-
trast, are more likely to have heavi ly regulated schedules and to be 
shuttled between extracurricular activities such as piano class and 
soccer practice, through which they interact and develop relation-
ships with other middle- class adults and  children.

The evidence shows us that  children born into poverty tend 
to live in communities in which poverty is concentrated, attend 
schools that are plagued by a host of prob lems, and develop rela-
tionships with  others who are in a similar position and face similar 
challenges. But this  doesn’t establish that  there is anything distinc-
tively problematic about the ethical costs that strivers experience 
in the pursuit of upward mobility.  After all, well- educated middle- 
class kids go away to college and leave their families  behind as 
well.  Going thousands of miles away for school is in fact seen as a 

9. Lareau, Unequal Childhoods.



50 CHAPTER 2

quin tes sen tial part of the American college experience.10 What is 
it about economic and racial segregation that makes the distance 
strivers must travel and the ethical costs they experience distinct?

One crucial difference is that for someone who grows up in a 
high- poverty neighborhood, leaving one’s community is necessary 
to access a good education and, ultimately, a middle- class life in 
a safe neighborhood with a good school for one’s own  children. 
Of course, many middle- class young  people leave their communi-
ties for a variety of reasons, but most of them do not have to do 
so in order to enjoy a middle- class life; they choose to do so. The 
alternative to leaving— staying near home, maintaining relation-
ships with one’s  family and friends, remaining a central part of 
one’s community— does not consign them to poverty as it does 
for strivers like Jeron.

The second key difference between strivers who distance them-
selves from their families and communities to access opportunities 
and middle- class  children who leave home as part of the college 
“experience” concerns the consequences of  those choices for 
 others. Strivers contribute to their families in a variety of ways— 
intimacy, mutual care, emotional support, caregiving, and often 
financial support— and it becomes harder for them to contribute 
in many of  these ways when they leave. In many cases, they also 
contribute substantially to their communities,  whether as a role 
model for other  children, through volunteering, or by simply help-
ing  those neighbors who need it. Given that strivers’ communities 
are  those in which poverty is concentrated, the  people in them 
depend on each other to provide critical support. Consequently, 
the ethical costs of a striver’s departure fall on communities that 
are already bearing many other difficult costs. This is not to deny 
that families and communities may gain from a striver’s success, 
but rather to make the case that  there is also a cost of that success 
to the striver’s community, friends, and  family, which adds to the 
challenges they already face. The same is not often true for a child 

10. Thanks to Harry Brig house for raising this point.
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from a more privileged community who chooses to go elsewhere 
for college.

Again, it is impor tant that we remember  here that  there are 
a range of ways in which  people are affected by socioeconomic 
segregation. For example, the history of redlining in this country 
means that racist housing policies might lead to middle- class Afri-
can American families experiencing challenges similar to  those 
faced by strivers even as their economic position would suggest 
other wise.11

The discussion thus far suggests that the distance strivers often 
must travel as they follow the path of upward mobility places a 
substantial ethical burden on strivers and their communities. But 
Jeron’s story raises a delicate issue that can be turned into an argu-
ment against this position. According to him, many of the  people 
he grew up with  were involved in crime or with drugs.  Isn’t the 
right response to that situation to distance oneself?

We must be careful about generalizing in this context. Jeron’s 
community was— like all communities— composed of  people who 
engaged in criminal be hav ior and suffered from addiction and 
 mental illness as well as  others who  were struggling to improve 
their lives while mired in poverty. We  shouldn’t paint his com-
munity as a hotbed of criminality and drug use. That said, this 
community was obviously struggling with serious prob lems.

Let’s distinguish two ways in which we might approach the 
question. In the first, we might argue that given the situation in 
which he grew up, it was better for Jeron to put distance between 
himself and his community. Arguably, this was one of the only 
ways for Jeron to have a better life. But the second perspective on 
this question, though less immediately practical, is more funda-
mental, posing an additional question: Should Jeron have to put 
that distance between himself and  those with whom he grew up in 
order to find a better life for himself? The answer to that question 
is, I think, clearly no.

11. See Coates, “Case for Reparations.”
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 There is a fundamental prob lem with a society that pits the 
individual flourishing of some against their relationships with 
 family, friends, and community. The weakening of  these crucial 
ethical goods  isn’t a necessary feature of upward mobility. Con-
sider what Jeron’s experience would have been had he grown up 
in a socioeco nom ically diverse neighborhood. Even if his  family 
was poor, he would not have had to distance himself as sharply 
from his community. His school would have been much better 
resourced and academically stronger. He would have developed 
relationships with  children and adults from a variety of educa-
tional and socioeconomic backgrounds. And if he had had to 
turn to  others for help, he could have found it in  those families 
around him that  weren’t struggling as much as his  family was. It 
is very unlikely that he would have had to be homeless while in 
high school. He would have grown up around adults who could 
have served as professional role models, and his  future success 
 wouldn’t have been as dependent on a lucky encounter with his 
football coach.

To be clear, I  don’t mean to suggest that it would have been 
better for Jeron to have grown up around diff er ent  people, but 
rather that it would have been better if more of the  people in his 
community had been in a better position or if  those challenges 
 hadn’t been concentrated in his community. Drug abuse, alcohol-
ism, and  mental illness affect every one, wealthy and poor alike, 
but when a  family has the resources to seek the care they need and 
can rely on other families for support,  these crippling prob lems 
have a less pernicious effect on the  children in that  family.  Under 
more favorable socioeconomic circumstances,  children who seek 
to pursue a life away from their communities incur a loss related to 
that distance, but it is impor tant to recognize that such a choice is 
fundamentally distinct from that made by a striver. Strivers who 
choose to sacrifice their ties to their community  because it is 
unlikely that they  will escape poverty if they  don’t are confronted 
with a tragic choice.
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The socioeconomic segregation of neighborhoods has many 
ill effects on American society.12 Schools, parks, social ser vices, 
and other resources in poor communities tend to be worse than 
 those in wealthier communities, and this adds to the deprivation 
that  those who are poor already experience. The lack of access 
to quality education also means that poor  children are much less 
likely to find opportunities for advancement within their commu-
nities. One of the effects of the concentration of disadvantage that 
is rarely acknowledged is the ethical cost borne by communities 
when talented members must leave in order to find better lives 
elsewhere.  There are, of course, economic and  human capital costs 
attached to such departures, but  there are also other impor tant 
goods— tight- knit families, friendships, and community bonds— 
that are potentially weakened or lost.

Carlos’s Story: Finding a Way 

Forward while Living at Home

Jeron had to distance himself from his  family and community to 
succeed. In some ways, he was lucky to be able to do so by  going 
to college at a physical distance from them. Over 60  percent of 
first- generation college students in the United States live off- 
campus while they attend college, many with  family.13 Carlos* was 
a student in one of my po liti cal philosophy classes. Dedicated, 
thoughtful, and eloquent, he was poised to gradu ate at the end 
of the semester. He seemed well on his way to a successful  career 
in what ever field he chose. But, as with many of my students, a 
tumultuous backstory hid not far beneath the surface. When Car-
los found out about this book, he got in touch with me,  eager to 
tell me about his experience at CCNY.

12. For a philosophical argument in  favor of integration, see Anderson, Imperative 
of Integration.

13. Sallie Mae and Ipsos Public Affairs, How Amer i ca Pays for College 2017.
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Carlos had grown up in a heavi ly Dominican neighborhood. 
As he described it in an e- mail, the “neighborhood [was] com-
prised of single  mothers, many of whom had  little command of 
En glish, and many [of ] whom held low- wage jobs and relied on 
government assistance to provide for their  children.” His  mother 
had raised him and his  brother mostly by herself while working 
as a teller in a Midtown bank. His  uncle, who had graduated from 
college, provided frequent financial and emotional support. With 
his  mother’s determination and his  uncle’s perspective, Carlos 
was far luckier than many other first- generation Latino students 
in the United States. But this domestic stability was fragile, and, 
over a period of years, it fractured. His  uncle became addicted to 
drugs. His  mother lost her job and became an alcoholic. And his 
 brother went to prison for rape. Despite this daunting confluence 
of events, Carlos managed to apply and gain admission to college.

At the City College of New York, Carlos strug gled at first. He 
 didn’t feel academically well prepared for college. Compounding 
this difficulty, he lived at home, and the turmoil in his home life 
only increased while he was in school. During one of his initial 
semesters at CCNY, Carlos’s  brother came back from prison. One 
might think that this would be a positive event in Carlos’s life, 
but it proved far from that.  After five years in prison, his  brother 
experienced a drug- induced psychotic break not long  after coming 
home. He was delusional and violent. Carlos felt relieved when 
his  brother was arrested again, but also guilty and ashamed for 
feeling that way.  After this harrowing experience, Carlos became 
depressed. He also strug gled socially at college. He wrote: “I 
would over- drink at parties  because I was awkward. I readily got 
into arguments and fights,  because,  after all, I was from the hood 
and had a gangster for a  brother, and so I was not to be out- ranked 
by condescension.” Soon he was in danger of dropping out. For-
tunately, he managed to turn  things around. He found classes he 
loved, and a professor arranged an on- campus job that provided 
stability. He became more engaged with his education. He grad-
uated and found good work as a para legal. When he contacted 
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me over a year  later, he told me that he now had a job of which 
his  mother was proud. He is even able to occasionally help her 
financially.

Carlos, like the strivers we met in the previous chapter, pre-
vailed over daunting challenges to transform his life. His story is 
one of odds overcome, a kind of story that we like to hear. We 
must admire his grit and dedication. That much is clear. Yet it is 
all too easy to see the obstacles Carlos faced as merely the result 
of unfortunate circumstances—to think that he persevered against 
bad luck; that his triumph was to overcome personal challenges. 
In fact, what happened to Carlos was far from a case of bad luck.

Carlos’s  brother was convicted of a terrible crime, which, if he 
did commit it, deserved punishment. However, like many other 
working- class families of color in this country, his experience with 
the criminal justice system was far from fair. Their  family, Car-
los noted, “ didn’t have money to get good or even decent [ legal] 
repre sen ta tion.” Carlos’s  mother used all of their savings to retain 
a  lawyer  after his  brother’s original arrest, but that  lawyer, as Car-
los described him, was incompetent and ultimately failed to save 
his  brother from prison. More problematically, the prison system 
did  little to help his  brother transition into a diff er ent life once 
his sentence was complete. Instead, Carlos’s  family found them-
selves dealing with his  brother’s newly developed  mental illness 
without support. As many families with mentally ill members do, 
the prison system stepped in to fill the gap left by a lack of  mental 
healthcare, not by getting his  brother help so he could rejoin soci-
ety, but by continuing to imprison him.14 It is no surprise that Car-
los felt like a bad  brother for having the complicated set of feelings 
about his sibling that he did. But we are able to take a step back 
and see that the responsibility for his  brother’s situation  doesn’t 
lie entirely, or even largely, with Carlos or his  family, but with 
the lack of  legal aid and  mental healthcare that his  family had to 
reckon with. Reflecting on this would not necessarily have made 

14. Torrey, “Jails and Prisons.”
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Carlos feel less guilty or ashamed, but it might have afforded him 
a critical distance in a situation in which it was all too tempting 
to draw a conclusion about himself that gave rise to feelings that 
threatened to imperil his education.

To see the role that social structures have played in Carlos’s 
story, it is helpful to again imagine him in a situation in which his 
 family enjoyed adequate  legal and  mental health resources. Even 
though it would have been stressful for Carlos to know that his 
 brother had committed a heinous crime and that he was suffering 
from a  mental illness, he would have been able to take comfort in 
knowing that his  brother was getting good  legal and medical care. 
Chances are that this would have made Carlos’s path through col-
lege at least somewhat easier than it was when he had to shoulder 
a large proportion of the emotional and psychological burden of 
seeing his  mother,  uncle, and  brother suffer without being able 
to help them. But it also would have made his  mother’s,  uncle’s, 
and  brother’s lives better if they had been able to get the help they 
needed in a timely way. The situation Carlos actually faced was so 
painful and distressing at least in part  because the potential con-
sequences of his choices  were so dire. If he distanced himself from 
his  family, he would be taking from them an impor tant source of 
emotional support. If he failed out of school, his own life pros-
pects would be greatly diminished. Carlos managed to navigate 
this tricky situation, which is a testament to his perseverance and 
courage, but the circumstances he faced are not unique.

Caring for  Family

For most  people, the wellbeing of parents, siblings,  children, and 
spouses plays a significant role in decisions about what to pri-
oritize. Even very young  children feel an empathetic impulse to 
help their caregivers.15 And as  these  children mature,  those rela-
tionships play an ever more impor tant role in supporting their 

15. Gopnik, Meltzoff, and Kuhl, Scientist in the Crib.
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transition into adulthood. A strong sense of connection to one’s 
 family has been shown to be associated with greater emotional 
wellbeing and higher educational aspirations.16 Yet for students 
from low- income families and from some ethnic groups (e.g., 
Latinos, Asian Americans),  these connections bring with them a 
particularly strong source of obligation that, when coupled with 
challenging socioeconomic circumstances, can undermine edu-
cational achievement.17

In the previous chapter, I argued that part of valuing a relation-
ship is prioritizing the person for whom we care over competing 
concerns. If a  family member is struggling,  whether with poor 
health, unemployment, or a myriad of other needs, a child  will 
feel the pull to do what he or she can to help. Younger  children 
are not in a position to do much in this re spect, but when  those 
 children approach adolescence, they often become an impor tant 
source of assistance— helping siblings with homework, caring for 
el derly relatives, and even contributing financially. And it is pre-
cisely when  those young adults are poised to enter college that 
they find themselves faced with navigating both sets of obliga-
tions. Focusing on their education often means that they have to 
abdicate some of the support roles that they play at home. And 
 because of the lack of an adequate social safety net, their families 
are often in dire need of that support and may be unable to replace 
it through other means. This leads strivers to face difficult ethical 
conflicts between their educational ambitions and their desire to 
support their families.

Susan Sy and Jessica Romero have conducted research among 
Latina college students from immigrant families that shows the 
difficulties of maintaining a strong sense of  family obligation 
while pursuing educational achievement.18 They find that young 
Latina  women are much more likely to understand the goal of 

16. Fuligni and Pedersen, “ Family Obligation.”
17. Sy and Romero, “ Family Responsibilities”; Espinoza, “Good  Daughter 

Dilemma.”
18. Sy and Romero, “ Family Responsibilities.”
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self- sufficiency through the lens of helping their families finan-
cially. Many also see themselves as playing the role of “surrogate” 
parent to younger siblings. As they move into college, the nature of 
 these obligations changes, but, as the authors point out, the atten-
tion young Latinas devote to caring for their families can detract 
from their focus on their education.

Though the experiences of young Latinas are a particularly 
vivid example of the difficulties of feeling torn between caring 
for  family and  doing well in school, the tension is one familiar to 
many strivers. Carlos, as we saw, had to reckon with his  brother’s 
imprisonment (and his own sense of relief when his  brother was 
again removed from his life), as well as his  mother’s alcoholism and 
his  uncle’s addiction. His  family  didn’t have the resources,  legal or 
medical, to deal with  these challenges. The resulting toll on him 
almost led him to drop out of college. In this way, even for  those 
students who do not play a direct caretaking role, their families’ 
challenging circumstances are often an impor tant source of ten-
sion and worry as they advance through college.

This is not to downplay the importance of gender. Gendered 
expectations often burden  women with an unequal share of care 
work and make it more difficult for them to pursue educational 
and  career opportunities.19 The tensions that young female strivers 
are likely to feel are further exacerbated by a lack of childcare or 
eldercare.20 Much like social class, patriarchal social and cultural 
forces can exact painful ethical costs from  women who wish to 
transcend the circumstances of their birth. Yet when considering 
the role of gender in a young striver’s life, we need to tread care-
fully. The facile recommendation that it would be best for a young 
female striver to walk away from her  family, reject her culture, or 

19. For a controversial but seminal argument about the ways in which multicul-
turalism and gender equality are in tension, see Okin et al., Is Multiculturalism Bad 
for  Women?

20. Though in some cases, even the availability of such resources is not enough to 
get young  women “off the hook.” Culture does play an impor tant role  here. Unfortu-
nately, I cannot fully address it in this book.
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resist care expectations should not be made lightly. Carrying out 
 these prescriptions involves a sharp distancing from an impor tant 
ethical good. The research on Latina college students shows that 
many of  these young  women see their obligations not as a demand 
but as voluntary and a part of their Latina identity.21 This is not to 
say that young Latinas and other strivers do not have to negoti-
ate tricky territory, but to characterize the priority they place on 
 family as a hindrance is to fail to appreciate how impor tant familial 
relationships are to  these young  people. Unfortunately, this is an 
issue that deserves much more attention than I am able to offer 
in this book.

The broader point to bear in mind is that in many cases the rea-
son  family becomes a liability in the pursuit of educational oppor-
tunities is  because  there is no safety net for  those who need it.22 
Sarah Goldrick- Rab and researchers at the Hope Lab have been 
studying the hidden costs of college for low- income students.23 
They find that the reported costs of college offer a distorted picture 
of the  actual costs, particularly for low- income families. Finan-
cial aid forms, for example, do not consider the contribution that 
the student could be making to the  family’s subsistence if he or 
she  wasn’t in college. Goldrick- Rab and Kendall write, “Many 
students from very low- income families make essential financial 
contributions to their  family’s wellbeing before  going to college. 
They help pay the rent, transport and care for  family members, 
buy food, and cover medical expenses.  Those contributions are 
reduced when  these students reduce their work hours in order 
to attend college.”24 Though much of Goldrick- Rab and Kendall’s 

21. Sy and Romero, “ Family Responsibilities.”
22.  There are, of course, families that reject a student’s educational path on the 

basis of religious or cultural beliefs. In  those cases, the conflicts are coming from a dif-
fer ent source than the socioeconomic structures at play, and I  don’t intend my analy sis 
to apply to them. Most of the stories of strivers discussed in this book are not ones in 
which this is the case.

23. Goldrick- Rab, Paying the Price, is essential reading on this point.
24. Goldrick- Rab and Kendall, “Real Price of College.”
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work focuses on the financial affordability of college, it also shows 
us how deeply intertwined familial obligations are with the finan-
cial burdens low- income families shoulder in sending a child to 
college.

It is against the background of a socioeconomic situation in 
which many families lack adequate social, medical, and financial 
support that strivers often find themselves called upon to fill in 
the gaps by providing childcare, eldercare, and even nursing care. 
Their potential departure is a real cost to a  family that might be 
teetering between staying afloat and sinking into an even more 
desperate situation. Many families end up relying on their youn-
gest members to contribute  because they have few alternatives. 
The challenge that this poses for the educational achievement of 
strivers should not be underestimated.

Rhiannon: The Perils of E- mailing the Professor

As  we’ve seen, socioeconomic segregation and the lack of a safety 
net create situations for strivers that generate painful ethical costs. 
When I started teaching at City College, I quickly became aware 
of how  these structural  factors impacted the lives of my students. 
I met students who faced housing and food insecurity, who  were 
stressed by medical hardship in their families, and who seemed 
stretched taut between the obligations of school and  those of 
home. But the other structural  factor that I encountered was 
cultural— students  were figuring out how to navigate the norms 
and expectations of a college campus.

I grant students in my classes three absences throughout the 
term. I trust them to choose  those absences wisely and  don’t 
require excuses or doctor’s notes. Despite having clearly stated this 
policy, as class time approaches, my inbox  will inevitably fill with 
excuses— a delayed train, childcare falling through, an unexpected 
work shift. Many of  these e- mails are sent from mobile devices and 
so are written without the due care that my colleagues and I would 
expect from a student’s e- mail. The informality of  these e- mails 
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rarely surprises me anymore, but when I clicked on Rhiannon’s* 
e- mail one day, I was in for a shock. In front of me was the image 
of a heavi ly bruised man sitting up in a hospital bed, his head ban-
daged, his expression pained. The hastily written accompanying 
e- mail informed me that Rhiannon, who had several absences to 
her name already,  couldn’t make it to class that day  because her 
 sister’s boyfriend (pictured) had been in an accident and was in the 
hospital. Rhiannon had to be  there with him. Questions immedi-
ately popped into my head: What happened? Why did Rhiannon 
have to be in the hospital instead of her  sister? How could she think 
it was appropriate to send this gruesome picture to her professor?

Based on the demographics of City College and what we have 
discussed  here, we can construct a backstory. To be clear, in filling 
in the details we are making assumptions that might not be an accu-
rate portrayal of Rhiannon’s  actual situation—we are constructing 
a composite based on what we have learned about strivers so far. 
Like many college students from low- income backgrounds, Rhi-
annon prob ably lived at home. She clearly felt a strong sense of 
 family obligation, and it is quite likely that her  family strug gled in 
many of the ways that we have seen strivers’ families strug gle— 
financially, of course, but also with finding adequate healthcare, 
caretaking, and social support. And  those challenges are ones that 
she likely had to contend with on a daily basis in her path through 
college. We can already see how they affected her education— she 
had already missed more than her allotment of absences and, as is 
typical in such situations, was falling  behind on her work.

Beyond all of this, the photo and language of her e- mail betrayed 
something else— a cultural disconnect between what she thought 
was an appropriate way of e- mailing her professor and a widely 
held expectation among professors of what an appropriate e- mail 
from a student should be. This e- mail  didn’t make a difference to 
her standing in my class; her missing assignments and slipshod 
work  were the central reasons she was not  doing well. But I would 
not be surprised if the tone she used in her e- mails affected her 
relationships with other professors and administrators. Unlike the 
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students I taught at Swarthmore before I came to CCNY, many 
of my current students are often unclear about what constitutes 
a professional e- mail. Most of the time, I’m grateful for this. I get 
e- mails that are honest and funny and whimsical. But I do worry 
that if  these students  don’t learn how to communicate in a way 
that satisfies the expectations that prevail in professional work-
places, they  will be harming their chances at getting into gradu ate 
school, securing a good job, or succeeding at an internship. I am 
now explicit with my students about this. I even have a note on my 
syllabus about the level of professionalism I expect in their e- mails 
(e.g., start with “Dear Professor”). E- mail etiquette is only one 
sign of the cultural mismatch that can exist between some strivers 
and faculty, administrators, and  others in the college community. 
As we  will see in the next section,  there is significant evidence that 
this cultural mismatch is real and can have an effect on a striver’s 
success in college.

Negotiating Cultures

Educational institutions are  human institutions with their own 
set of cultural and social norms. Much of what happens in and out 
of the classroom is determined by the relationships that teach-
ers, students, counselors, administrators, and staff have with one 
another. And  these relationships are mediated by the social and 
cultural frameworks of the  people involved. In order to succeed in 
college, strivers have to learn to navigate a  whole new social world 
with a distinct set of norms— ones that many of them  haven’t been 
exposed to before they arrive on campus.

When I asked Jeron about the challenges he confronted when 
he arrived at college, it was clear that he had already given this 
question a lot of thought: “My social norms, what I thought was 
standard,  isn’t standard in the real world,” he replied. “ You’re 
overly aggressive. You have to defend yourself,  because if you 
 don’t someone can take from you or you get hurt. So that survival 
instinct, that defensiveness, I had to learn how to adjust it very 
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quickly in order to excel in a learning environment. I  didn’t know 
how to do it.” Learning to adapt to college  didn’t mean just figur-
ing out how to use a bigger library, take notes more effectively, 
or prioritize paper writing over partying. For Jeron, adaptation 
required learning how to pre sent himself differently. He had to 
learn to change his very demeanor, the basic way that he related 
to other  people. He discovered that  there was a vast gap between 
the norms he had grown up with and  those he encountered in 
college.  There was, in the words of the social scientists who have 
studied this phenomenon, a cultural mismatch.

Whenever the word “culture” gets invoked in explanations of 
poverty, we need to be careful about not feeding into a problem-
atic narrative about poverty that some are all too happy to employ. 
Some conservative commentators have for de cades relished tell-
ing young  people, often black or brown youths, to hitch up their 
pants, cut off their dreadlocks, and take responsibility for their 
 future. This narrative about the culture of poverty is sometimes 
referred to as “respectability politics.” Its proponents criticize 
 those from low- income minority communities for holding values 
and engaging in be hav ior that they consider counterproductive 
or self- undermining. The idea, to put none too fine a point on it, 
is that if only  those young  people dressed nicely, hit the books, 
and worked hard, they could lift themselves up into the  middle 
class. Proponents of this kind of critique believe that  those who 
 don’t make it only have themselves to blame. Such proscriptions 
are painfully simplistic. As we have already seen,  there is plenty 
of social science evidence indicating that structural  factors, such 
as socioeconomic segregation and lack of social supports, play 
a much bigger role than individual decisions in entrenching 
in equality.25 By invoking culture, I do not intend to endorse the 

25. The “culture of poverty” theory can be traced back to the publication in the 
1960s of The Negro  Family: The Case for National Action by social scientist Daniel Patrick 
Moynihan. In it, Moynihan worries that the breakdown of the traditional  family struc-
ture was partially to blame for the entrenchment of poverty in Black communities. The 
report was deployed by many to blame single  mothers, “welfare queens,” irresponsible 
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reductive analy sis that attributes the entrenchment of in equality 
to the culture of the poor or to depict that culture as inferior.

But the role of culture must be confronted; ignoring it amounts 
to neglecting a central challenge for strivers. Part of the prob lem 
with the way cultural explanations are often deployed is that they 
rely on a simplistic idea of what culture is. Culture is portrayed 
as a monolithic entity— whether of values or norms, of language 
or style of dress—to which all members of the community, race, 
ethnicity, or nationality in question subscribe. If we reflect on our 
own communities, we know that this is absurd.

To start with the obvious, not all Blacks, Latinos, Native 
Americans, or Whites accept and share the same set of values, 
norms, linguistic styles, or styles of dress. Nor is it true that culture 
involves only  those  factors. Sociologist Ann Swidler, for example, 
argues for a more expansive understanding of the term, encour-
aging us to think of culture as a shared framework that we use 
to understand and approach the world. She suggests that culture 
encompasses the diff er ent habits, repertoires, skills, and styles that 
 people use to interpret and frame their actions.26 Each of us might 
employ diff er ent cultural frameworks depending on our position 
in society. For example, a young Latina who is growing up in an 
inner- city neighborhood is  going to share some cultural frame-
works with other Latinos, some with other young  women, and 
some with  others growing up in neighborhoods like hers. Given 
the real ity that  people tend to live in racially and eco nom ically 
segregated neighborhoods, she prob ably  will share many of her 
frameworks with other young Latinos growing up in the inner 
city and not as many with upper- middle- class Whites growing 
up in the suburbs.27

 fathers, and other ste reo typical characters who inhabited the “Ghetto” in the public’s 
imagination for vari ous social ills. Poverty, according to this caricature, is the result of 
“bad” values, laziness, promiscuity, and hedonism.

26. Swidler, “Culture in Action.”
27. It is impor tant to note  here that frameworks are not values, but rather ways of 

understanding the world.  There might be parts of frameworks that an individual rejects 
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The cultural mismatch hypothesis argues that  there is a dif-
ference between the culture that dominates middle- class, often- 
majority- White, institutions— such as selective universities and 
corporations— and the cultures prevalent in disadvantaged com-
munities. It  doesn’t suggest that one is better than the other; 
rather, it posits that  there is a difference between the frameworks 
that strivers share with  others in their communities and the frame-
works many in the college community share with each other and 
with middle- class professionals. So how might this difference be 
manifested? We’ve already seen one example in the case of Rhi-
annon’s e- mail. Other examples include ones that Jeron brought 
up: when and how to make eye contact, how to dress and how 
to talk, ways of addressing other students or professors, and so 
on. Sociologists Orlando Patterson and Jacqueline Rivers have 
studied a program that helps young men from the inner city find 
jobs. A significant amount of what this program teaches  these 
young men has to do not with job “skills” as we would typically 
define them, but rather with how to navigate vari ous aspects of 
self- presentation in a workplace. They have found that  those who 
grow up in the inner city often have an aggressive demeanor that 
helps them survive in their neighborhoods but hurts their chances 
of success in a job interview.28

But some of the cultural barriers students from disadvantaged 
backgrounds confront in succeeding in college go much deeper. 
They concern what to prioritize— family, individual achievement, or 
financial success— and how to think about the conflicts among  these 
ethical goods. Psychologist Nicole Stephens and her colleagues have 
conducted a number of studies that support the claim that first- 
generation college students confront a cultural mismatch when they 
arrive on a selective college campus.29 Stephens and her colleagues 

and  others that he or she  wholeheartedly identifies with. Cultural frameworks do not 
determine any one individual’s values, preferences, or viewpoint.

28. Patterson and Rivers, “ ‘Try on the Outfit.’ ”
29. Stephens et al., “Unseen Disadvantage.”
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argue that first- generation college students often arrive on campus 
with an interdependent cultural model. According to this model, 
you understand yourself in relation to the needs and interests of 
your community. In other words, strivers tend to prioritize precisely 
 those ethical goods that, as we have seen, are likely to come into 
conflict with educational and  career success on the path of upward 
mobility. In contrast, they suggest, college students whose parents 
have gone to college and are  middle or upper class have an in de pen-
dent cultural model; they understand themselves as in de pen dent of 
 others and  free to act on their individual preferences and interests. 
It’s not only that such students do not confront the same kind of 
ethical conflicts as strivers; they are also likely to feel less conflicted 
 because they have grown up with a model in which prioritizing their 
own individual success over  those other ethical goods is encour-
aged. To add to this, Stephens and her collaborators argue, many 
selective colleges are or ga nized around the in de pen dent model and 
consequently can be difficult places for students with an interde-
pendent cultural model to navigate. In other words, the culture at 
college rewards students who are already disposed to prioritize their 
individual achievement over  those other ethical goods.

We should be wary about deploying the cultural model expla-
nation too swiftly without considering the economic background 
against which  these models play out. For example, the cultural 
model by itself  doesn’t explain the relative high achievement of 
Asian American students.30 It is when an interdependent cultural 
model, in which  family and relationships play a central role, is 
coupled with difficult financial situations that students are forced 
to make painful decisions about what to prioritize. What we see 
then is that socioeconomic challenges, cultural differences, and 
 family obligations collide in a way that makes it difficult for strivers 
not only to prioritize their education, but also to see college as a 
place that accommodates and reflects  those experiences.

30. Stephens suggests that socioeconomic class is more closely related to the differ-
ence in cultural models than to ethnic background. For research suggesting that this dif-
ference is tied to ethnic background, see Markus and Kitayama, “Culture and the Self.”
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Of course, the cultural frameworks students use are not static. 
Students adapt. As they figure out how to succeed in  these insti-
tutions, students slowly transform to adapt to what is required in 
that new social context. Sociologist Anthony Jack’s work helps 
us understand how this happens.31 He has studied two groups of 
Black students who came from similar low- income backgrounds 
and  were accepted into a selective college but who differed in 
one crucial re spect. One group of students had gone to a private 
high school through a scholarship program. This group Jack calls 
the Privileged Poor. The other group had gone to a regular high 
school. This group he calls the Doubly Disadvantaged. His work 
offers fascinating insight into the difference that one’s social expe-
rience before college can make in how one navigates the college 
experience.

Jack’s research suggests that the Privileged Poor students 
 were taught while they attended exclusive private high schools 
to navigate the culture prevalent at what ever college they ended 
up attending. They also developed relationships and bonds with 
students and faculty who  were enmeshed in that culture. As a con-
sequence, they ended up finding college much less alienating than 
disadvantaged students who  hadn’t had that social educational 
experience in high school.  These Privileged Poor students often 
remarked on how similar college was to their high school. One 
of the students explained: “You get in places and you start to feel 
privileged. Especially with me coming from boarding school. I’ve 
already been infected. . . .  You get spoiled. You  don’t even think 
about it. Sometimes I  don’t even think of myself as a low- income 
student.”32

Such a sentiment was often unimaginable for  those strivers 
who  didn’t have the advantage of attending private high school. 
They found college alienating and had trou ble forming friend-
ships and relationships with professors. One of them told Jack, 

31. Jack, “Crisscrossing Bound aries,” “Culture Shock Revisited,” and “(No) Harm 
in Asking.”

32. Quoted in Jack, “Culture Shock Revisited,” 466.
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“Freshman year, I  didn’t say a word.  People who I had small classes 
with, if I see them on the street, I recognize them. They  won’t rec-
ognize me  because I  didn’t speak. My dad would always teach me, 
‘You  don’t want to get where you are based on kissing ass, right? 
You want it based on hard work. It’ll take longer, but  there’s more 
value to it. You’ll feel more proud.’ That’s bad in this context.”33 
This difference in how students approach college can have very 
impor tant consequences for their educational attainment.  Going 
to office hours, developing relationships with other students, and 
successfully navigating the college culture are impor tant parts of 
getting a college education. Furthermore, students who are dis-
connected from campus are more likely to drop out.34

Jack argues that the Doubly Disadvantaged experienced a 
cultural lag  until their sophomore or ju nior year, which had an 
impor tant effect on their success in college. But what this research 
also shows us is that students exposed to the culture of middle- 
class institutions eventually do adapt to the dominant culture.35 I 
heard from many of  those I interviewed about the “culture shock” 
of entering college, but also how their eventual transformation 
affected their friends and  family who stayed  behind. Jeron told 
me, “You would think that  people would be excited for you, but 
the truth is that  they’re not.  They’re envious in some way  because, 
of course, my body language  isn’t the same. How I communicate 
 isn’t the same.  These are my best friends. . . .   People that  were like 
my close, close friends have been in and out of the prison system 
three or four times.” Jeron explained that he finds the cool recep-
tion he gets at home jarring, but he understands that it is tied to 
the ways in which he has changed.

The transformation students undergo as they join new commu-
nities complicates not only their own sense of where they belong 

33. Quoted in Jack, “(No) Harm in Asking,” 10.
34. Armstrong and Hamilton, Paying for the Party.
35. Though some recent work casts doubt on the idea that college students assimi-

late in this way, it still suggests that  those who are closer to the in de pen dent cultural 
model do better academically. See Phillips et al., “Access Is Not Enough.”
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but also their relationship with  those in their communities. In the 
previous chapter I suggested that ethical goods— relationships we 
have with  family, friends, and our communities— matter to our 
sense of identity. When  those are threatened, so is our sense of 
ourselves. The cultural ele ment of this transformation further chal-
lenges strivers’ sense of identity. I do not mean to suggest that 
 there is some norm or presumption that change in this context 
is “inauthentic,” as if  there  were some static “home” culture from 
which a striver cannot stray. The point is rather that cultural frame-
works mediate our relationships with our families and communi-
ties, and, for some strivers, culture is also a valuable part of their 
identity. When  those cultural ele ments are threatened  because a 
striver’s culture is misunderstood or marginalized in college, it can 
lead to the ethical costs we have been discussing in this book. We 
 will return to this issue in the following chapter.

Who Bears the Ethical Costs of Upward Mobility?

It is impor tant not to lose sight of the fact that  there is much that 
strivers gain from a college education— knowledge and skills, 
 career opportunities, and, if all goes well, a good life filled with 
ethical goods such as a fulfilling  career, friendships, community, 
and one’s own  family. In some cases, childhood friends, a striv-
er’s community, and his or her  family gain as well. A striver who 
succeeds might be able not only to help  those with whom he or 
she grew up financially, but to provide them mentorship, advice, 
and help in securing better opportunities. But as we saw in the 
previous chapter, many strivers are liable to pay a hefty price for 
their upward mobility. Ethical goods— relationships with  family, 
friendships, bonds with one’s community, and one’s sense of 
identity— often come into conflict with what is required to suc-
ceed in college and beyond. We all experience conflicts and have 
to make sometimes painful trade- offs in our lives. But, as I have 
suggested, the ethical costs that strivers confront are diff er ent in 
two re spects. The first is that many strivers must bear  these ethical 



70 CHAPTER 2

costs in aspects of their lives that are profoundly valuable to them 
in order to be upwardly mobile. The second is that  those costs are 
borne not only by the strivers themselves but also by their families, 
friends, and communities, who are already disadvantaged in so 
many other re spects.

The evidence presented in this chapter also gives us some indi-
rect sense of how upward mobility affects  those who stay  behind. 
If strivers move away to go to college, they are not able to help 
their families with childcare or eldercare, or to do as much to 
financially support their families. If strivers live at home while in 
college, families have to think very carefully about what they can 
reasonably expect from them or run the risk of undermining their 
path through college. Friends who rely on each other for advice, 
support, and inspiration might suffer a loss when a talented friend 
moves away and that relationship is weakened. And fi nally, com-
munities lose potentially talented members when the background 
social structure is such that to pursue a middle- class profession, 
strivers have to move elsewhere. It is  these costs that are often 
unacknowledged.

When we hear a successful story of upward mobility, we excit-
edly think about how we can replicate that success with other 
 children. But, as I hope this chapter has made clear, replicating 
that success does not necessarily help the rest of the community. 
The success of a handful of students is not a  recipe for changing the 
structural  factors that consign  those who stay  behind to poverty. 
Upward mobility by itself  won’t solve issues such as residential 
segregation, lack of access to social support ser vices and medical 
care, and cultural mismatch, though in chapter 4 I  will argue that 
strivers are in a unique position to advocate for policy changes 
that  will.

Conservatives are fond of talking about the assault on tradi-
tional values by liberal policies. But  there is  little acknowl edgment 
of the ways in which our most basic values, the ones we all agree 
on regardless of our po liti cal affiliation, are embedded in socio-
economic structures that mean that some  people have a much 
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harder time manifesting  those values. It is much easier to live up 
to the values of education,  family, and friendship when one grows 
up in a community with financial and educational resources, in 
a  family that can afford to deal with emergency medical care, or 
around friends who are not themselves struggling with poverty. 
We only had to reimagine the lives of any of the strivers we have 
been discussing  under a diff er ent set of socioeconomic conditions 
to see this point. Some might say this is a chicken- or- egg prob-
lem: if  those  people had good values, then they would not be in 
the socioeconomic situation in which they are. But by focusing 
on the experiences of strivers, we can see that even for members 
of disadvantaged communities with the “right” values,  there are 
 going to be difficult trade- offs and painful ethical costs. In fact, 
one might do better in such situations to care less about  family, 
friendship, and community and instead to focus on one’s indi-
vidual gain. When the ways in which we have structured access 
to opportunities incentivize  those unfortunate enough to be born 
into poverty to disvalue  family, friendship, and community, it is 
time to change  those social structures.
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3
Navigating an 

Evolving Identity

When our bonds to  family, friends, and community wane and fade, 
we lose something valuable and meaningful.1 As we have seen, 
many strivers must put  these impor tant aspects of their lives on the 
line as they negotiate the path of upward mobility. As significant 
a risk as this is, it is not the greatest risk that strivers must face. 
Alongside threats to  these impor tant relationships, strivers must 
confront serious challenges to their own identities.

When I first moved to the United States to attend college, fit-
ting in was a conscious effort. Prince ton University in 1998 was a 
surprisingly diverse place;  there  were a number of international 
students, and almost 30  percent of the students identified as minor-
ity. But despite this, I  wasn’t entirely at ease. The stakes for me  were 
high. I was  going to one of the best universities in the world, and 
my  family expected me to succeed. I feared being revealed as an 

1. Many of the central arguments of this chapter are drawn from a previously 
published paper, “Cultural Code- Switching: Straddling the Achievement Gap,” in the 
Journal of Po liti cal Philosophy.
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outsider, convinced that at any moment I might be exposed as an 
“admissions  mistake.” In class, I tried to preempt such an “outing” 
by declaring my foreignness each time I spoke up, much like some 
 women, worried that they might sound too assertive, preface their 
own contributions with qualifications and disclaimers. It  wasn’t 
easy for me to determine when to try to fit in and when to declare 
myself an outsider, though I know that my transition was much 
easier than that of many other international students. In large part 
this was due to the international American school I attended from 
the age of five, as well as to a plentiful diet of American sitcoms and 
movies. Of course, my familiarity with the language was crucial, 
but knowing all of the characters on Friends  didn’t hurt  either.

In most Latin American countries, we use two surnames— the 
 father’s followed by the  mother’s— and I happen to have an Anglo- 
sounding surname, a vestige from my first stepfather, preceding 
my  mother’s Spanish  family name. At Prince ton, I came to think 
of them as names for my two selves. Morton became the name 
of my American self and Galdos the name of my Peruvian self. 
 These two selves  were connected but distinct. Once I went to 
college, Morton became my dominant public self when I lived in 
the United States, while Galdos sprang to life again on the streets 
of Lima during  those sporadic, and increasingly infrequent, trips 
home.

As the years passed, I inhabited Amer i ca more effortlessly. I fig-
ured out, without ever realizing it consciously, that assertiveness 
was rewarded and individuality prized. The longer I lived  here, the 
more  those aspects of my personality sharpened into high relief. I 
learned to negotiate a cramped dorm room with American room-
mates who  didn’t seem to think their sheets needed ironing or 
that perfume was a necessity. I winced when I  imagined what my 
grand mother would think of the piles of unfolded laundry or of 
our consumption of diet soda by the case. She considered soda a 
luxury item, only to be consumed when one had guests. But I also 
became used to the openness and enthusiasm with which virtual 
strangers would greet me, gradually learning to smile back.
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I would return home at least once a year. Once I landed back at 
Aeropuerto Jorge Chavez, I felt old habits reemerge; the parts of 
me that remained dormant while I was in Amer i ca  were reawak-
ened. My gender was omnipresent. That category mapped onto 
diff er ent expectations back home. I had to tone down shows of 
ambition and assertiveness. I had to ignore the near- constant cat-
calls on the street. When distant cousins came to visit, they all 
wanted to know what I ate and who I dated, but not what my the-
sis was about. My grand mother asked me  whether I was making 
Peruvian food for my roommates. She looked disappointed when 
I admitted I rarely did.  People commented on my weight. Living 
in Amer i ca, they observed, makes every one fatter. They  didn’t 
think commenting on my weight was out of bounds.  Going home 
 wasn’t always pleasant, but at the same time I felt an immediate 
sense of ease in Lima that I only slowly, gradually developed in the 
United States. Once at home, I knew what the social expectations 
 were, even as I resisted many of them.

I became  adept at codeswitching. I came to know what the 
social norms  were in the United States, and as I internalized them, 
I started to feel less and less foreign. When I went back home, I 
would slide effortlessly into the social world of Lima’s crowded 
and energetic streets. But as the years passed, I started to feel more 
at home in the United States and more like a foreigner at home. 
My sense of identity shifted.  Today, I’ve been living in the United 
States for 20 years, longer than I lived in Peru. I feel as Ameri-
can as I do Peruvian. Many immigrants  will be familiar with the 
experience of codeswitching as a strategy to succeed in a new 
country with diff er ent social norms while retaining the ability to 
navigate the social world back home that keeps them connected 
to their families and countries. Many  will also be familiar with the 
 limited extent to which this strategy can be successful in mitigating 
the changes to one’s identity that the experience of immigrating 
inevitably produces.

In this chapter, we  will discuss codeswitching as a strategy 
for strivers to navigate the ethical conflicts that arise when one is 
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pulled in diff er ent directions by conflicting sets of social expecta-
tions. Strivers might deploy codeswitching as a way to maintain 
their ties to their community while adapting to the world in which 
educational and  career opportunities reside. Playing for both sides 
might be thought of as a strategy to minimize the ethical costs— 
the weakening of relationships with  family, friends, and home 
communities— that strivers face as they pursue upward mobil-
ity. And when one’s identity is closely tied to one’s  family and 
community, codeswitching may be seen as a way of maintaining 
that identity as it becomes threatened by the pressure that one 
might feel to be diff er ent at school or at work. But codeswitching 
can be ethically treacherous. In order to do it with integrity, a 
codeswitcher must have a clear sense of what he or she values and 
how much he or she is willing to sacrifice to reach certain goals.

Why Codeswitch?

When President Obama addressed the nation in front of a lec-
tern at the Rose Garden, wearing a crisp white shirt and care-
fully pressed dark slacks, he sounded like any other Ivy League– 
educated politician. His race and background seemed incidental 
to the person standing before the crowd. But when he stood in 
front of Black audiences, as he did during his 2013 commencement 
address to the students at More house College, a historically Black 
university, his pre sen ta tion and language switched ever so slightly. 
His race became vis i ble. Obama, as comfortable among White 
upper- class educated elites as he is in front of a Black congrega-
tion, is a master of cultural codeswitching.2

The idea of cultural codeswitching is modeled on linguistic 
codeswitching— which, at its most basic level, is what any mul-
tilingual person does when he or she switches from one lan-
guage to another in response to a change in context. A Latino 
kid who uses Spanish at home and switches to En glish at school 

2. Beam, “Code Black.”
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is codeswitching. Cultural codeswitching, by contrast, requires 
a much more profound shift than toggling between languages or 
dialects does.3 It requires that one change how one behaves, talks, 
and pre sents oneself as a response to a change in cultural context. 
Cultural codeswitching cuts closer to the self.

To some extent, we are all codeswitchers. We behave differ-
ently at school than we do at work or at a party. Even the Whitest, 
wealthiest men— those who are most used to the world bending to 
their whims, rather than the other way around— will likely behave 
a  little differently when they are  running a board meeting than 
they do when they are interacting with their  children at home. But 
for minority students and  those from low- income backgrounds, 
codeswitching involves navigating power dynamics at work or 
school that put them at a disadvantage.4 Strivers might feel out 
of place or even unwelcome if they “reveal” their true selves. The 
costs of failing to blend in might include losing out on a  career or 
educational opportunity. The pressure on strivers is not merely to 
switch how they are acting at work or school, but to do so while 
knowing that the power dynamics are stacked against them.

In chapter 1, we discussed the ethical conflicts faced by strivers. 
They are often torn between, on the one hand, maintaining deep ties 
to  family, friends, and community and, on the other, pursuing their 
educational and  career goals in the middle- class, largely White insti-
tutions where such opportunities are concentrated. This tension 
gives rise to conflicts that often result in painful ethical costs for such 
students— losses in  those aspects of their lives that are meaningful 
and valuable to them. As we saw in chapter 2, one of the  factors that 

3. It is also, of course, employed by  children who grow up with two cultures at 
home. Increasingly, this is true of  children from so- called mixed marriages.  There is 
an emerging lit er a ture on biculturalism in the psychological and so cio log i cal lit er a-
ture. See LaFromboise, Coleman, and Gerton, “Psychological Impact of Bicultural-
ism”; Benet- Martínez et al., “Negotiating Biculturalism Cultural Frame Switching”; 
Padilla, “Bicultural Social Development”; Nguyen and Benet- Martínez, “Biculturalism 
Unpacked.”

4. Thank you to an anonymous referee for helping me see this point.
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contributes to  these conflicts is that in many cases  there is a cultural 
mismatch between the world strivers come from and the one that 
they are trying to enter. Strivers feel pressure to adapt to and inter-
nalize the cultural expectations of the White  middle class in order 
to successfully navigate  those institutions. Some of  these expecta-
tions are superficial, but some of them concern ways of acting and 
cultural frameworks that cut closer to strivers’ core commitments 
and values. Strivers might feel pressure to downplay the importance 
of  family or community or to prioritize their educational trajectory 
over commitments to friends. In such cases, codeswitching involves 
aspects of a striver’s life that might be extremely valuable to him or 
her and central to his or her identity.

Sociologists and psychologists have studied the phenomenon 
of cultural codeswitching— sometimes called “biculturalism”—in 
a variety of populations. Sociologist Prudence Car ter, for exam-
ple, has studied what she calls cultural straddling in low- income 
African American and Latino students in Yonkers. Her work pro-
vides insight into how students negotiate their school identities in 
concert with their identities outside of school. One of the young 
 women whom Car ter interviewed, Loretta, described the mecha-
nism of codeswitching in this way:

[If ] I’m talking to my friend or  father, [I say], like, “Yo, whas-
sup, what ever.” When I call my job, I have a diff er ent attitude 
 toward the  whole situation, you know. I  don’t talk with slang. I 
make sure every thing is correct. But I  don’t know. Me person-
ally, I think . . . [f ]or a Black person to “act white,” like when he 
arrives [at home] I think he  don’t have to do that. But, like, even 
if he’s in school, he can like that in a school. Maybe it’ll get him 
somewhere. You know? And when he go out or what ever he 
 don’t have . . .  I  don’t know . . .  they  don’t have to act like that. 
You can just be yourself. But  there it is, it is  going to be times 
in your life when [you] are  going to have to put on a  little act, 
or a  little show to get the extra budge or what ever, you know.5

5. Quoted in Car ter, Keepin’ It Real, 60.
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Loretta  here offers a knowing analy sis of the complex work she 
is  doing. Codeswitching involves “putting on an act” in order to 
make it more likely that one  will succeed at work or school. But 
it is also clear from the way she talks that codeswitching always 
comes with the risk of inauthenticity, particularly for someone 
who is Black. She  can’t understand why someone would, in her 
words, “act White” at home. That “act” should be reserved for 
contexts in which it is required for success. Her implicit rejection 
of “acting White” suggests that Loretta believes that for someone 
who is Black, acting in such a way is, by definition, not au then tic. 
Codeswitching is a strategy for succeeding at work or school, but 
also one that Loretta deploys to preserve a sense of identity that 
is set apart from  those spaces. It is both a way of fitting in with a 
community in which one sees oneself as an outsider and a way of 
pushing back on the pressure to change one’s identity to become 
more like  those who reside in that community.

Cultural codeswitching seems to offer a neat solution to the 
conflicting demands that strivers confront. Failing to adopt this 
strategy can result in fraught social interactions or even harm one’s 
educational or economic outcomes. The ability to switch how one 
acts and pre sent oneself in two diff er ent contexts— one’s home 
community and  those places in which opportunities for educa-
tional and  career advancement are found— appears to offer the 
best of both worlds. And for  those students who value aspects 
of their identity that are closely tied to their home community, 
codeswitching can be a strategy to push back against pressures 
that might other wise compel them to sacrifice  those aspects of 
their identity.

Gabriela’s Story: Learning to Fit In

Gabriela* grew up in Newark, New Jersey, and graduated from 
Prince ton a  little over a year before our interview took place. She is 
half- Brazilian— her mom was an immigrant— but grew up with her 
White  father  after her parents’ divorce. They strug gled financially. 
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Her  father was unemployed for long stretches of time. Sometimes 
they had no heat in the winter. Gabriela attended a Catholic school 
in Elizabeth, New Jersey, on a full scholarship. The school was 
safe, but it  wasn’t like the kind of private schools that many of her 
classmates at Prince ton had attended. It was majority non- White, 
and it  didn’t regularly send students to highly selective colleges.

Gabriela had a rough first semester. She  didn’t get adequate 
advising, took too many courses, and strug gled academically. 
She told me that she internalized the “idea that [she]  wasn’t good 
enough . . .  that [she] was an affirmative action admit or that [she] 
 wasn’t smart enough to be  there . . .  an admissions  mistake.” She 
felt that  others saw her as a token— that she was  there to “represent 
minorities” and so she had to work extra hard to prove that she was 
as good as every one  else. Despite  these initial challenges, Gabriela 
flourished. She joined two very diff er ent groups— the  women’s 
rugby team, which she described as more diverse in a variety of 
ways than the general population at Prince ton, and a sorority, 
which provided a diff er ent kind of female bonding experience. 
 These groups and a professor who “went out of his way to remind 
[her] that she deserved to be at Prince ton” provided crucial sup-
port and guidance.

Even as she became more and more integrated into a diverse 
set of new social networks, Gabriela still went back home often, 
especially when her grand mother fell ill. In her se nior year, when 
her grand mother’s health deteriorated further, Gabriela lived at 
home at the beginning of the semester. She drove to school early 
in the morning to take classes and back home in the evening—an 
experience that prob ably very few of her classmates  were having 
in their last year of college. Her relationship with her home com-
munity was complicated. She told me: “I get a lot of judgment 
from the community . . .  just  because they  couldn’t understand my 
ambitions,  people who  didn’t understand why I  didn’t come home 
from college  every weekend,  didn’t understand why I wanted to 
study,  didn’t understand why I would study something stupid like 
politics.”
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Yet Gabriela  wasn’t entirely comfortable with the social life at 
Prince ton  either. The undergraduate experience at Prince ton has 
long been dominated by eating clubs, controversial co-ed social 
and dining clubs that have been part of the university’s history 
since the nineteenth  century. Gabriela hated the eating club sys-
tem. And the university itself has viewed the clubs critically, sug-
gesting in a 2010 report that “the clubs . . .  continue to be a polar-
izing force, for reasons that seem to derive in part from a social 
stratification that persists despite a number of efforts to amelio-
rate it, with students from lower- income families and minority 
groups participating less fully in the clubs than other students.”6 
But despite Gabriela’s well- founded dislike of the eating clubs, 
she still joined one, feeling that it was impor tant to have a club on 
her résumé when she went out on the job market. The alternative, 
being an “in de pen dent” (the name given to  those who are not 
members of eating clubs at Prince ton), meant in her view: “ You’re 
poor. Every one knows it. Nobody wants to talk about it . . .  but 
having that club on my résumé is  going to have po liti cal payoffs 
 later on.”

Gabriela became  adept at navigating both worlds during col-
lege. But when I asked her about her community now, she found 
it hard to identify one. She no longer went back home; her grand-
mother had passed away, and her  father had moved abroad. She 
told me she was comfortable among the other college gradu-
ates in her internship program but felt particularly close to her 
roommate, the only other minority. They  were able to talk about 
their experiences in a way that she could not with some of the 
other  people in the program. But she  wasn’t entirely sure how 
she felt about the ease with which she now fit in with her group 
of college- educated coworkers. She often discussed this with her 
roommate, wondering  whether they  were more at ease  because 
of “assimilation and becoming comfortable with being a minor-
ity or getting tired of pushing back and demanding to be treated 

6. Trustees of Prince ton University, Report of the Task Force.
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better . . . [or] how much of it is  actual improvements.” As we  will 
see, the questions that Gabriela and her roommate are contending 
with  here— How am I changing? And, crucially, why?— are at the 
heart of the codeswitching experience for strivers.

A Divided Self

Not all of the changes a striver experiences are the product of 
trying to fit in or adapt to one’s new social world. Education 
is supposed to transform us. Reading Plato and Gabriel García 
Márquez, spending weeks mating fruit flies to watch se lection at 
work, making new friends, gaining expertise and the confidence 
that comes from it— all of  these experiences have the potential 
to change us in deep and profound ways. It should come as no 
surprise that we emerge from college diff er ent  people. Yet other 
changes can seem disingenuous or inauthentic. Strivers might feel 
like they are capitulating to the social norms and expectations of a 
new context simply  because it is easier to accede to  those in power, 
not  because they  really come to see the value of a new way of being 
or acting. For some, joining an eating club or fraternity might feel 
like this kind of capitulation. The experience of upward mobility 
is complicated in part  because it is sometimes difficult to tell why 
or how one is changing.

Yet we should be wary of thinking of this issue as one concern-
ing authenticity. If authenticity is thought of as staying true to one’s 
childhood self or to a par tic u lar culture, then most education  will 
be inauthentic. Education, ideally, should lead us to reflect on and 
be critical of our beliefs. In light of this reflection, we might reject 
some of our beliefs for good reason. Furthermore, many strivers 
welcome the changes that upward mobility brings. The question 
is not  whether a striver is changing, but  whether  those changes 
are in harmony or tension with a striver’s relationships, values, 
and other central aspects of life that  matter to him or her. As we 
 will see, codeswitching  doesn’t offer a straightforward way out 
of this bind.
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It might be tempting to think of codeswitching as a divide- and- 
conquer strategy— a dividing of the self into two, in which one self 
adapts and succeeds in the world of middle- class institutions and 
another remains rooted in  family and community. But are  there 
not consequences that stem from dividing oneself in this way? Is 
it a good way of mitigating some of the ethical costs often required 
by upward mobility? What effect might codeswitching in this way 
have on one’s identity? To explore  these questions, let’s consider 
a hy po thet i cal case.

Imagine that you grew up in a loving Latino  family that was 
deeply Catholic and hovering near the poverty line. Your neigh-
borhood was composed of other, mostly poor Black and Latino 
families; you all shared a lack of access to good schools, public 
transportation, and other basic community resources. Somehow, 
you managed to succeed at your dismal school, win a scholarship 
to the local state university, attend law school, and become a suc-
cessful  lawyer at a prestigious law firm. You moved to an upscale 
neighborhood closer to your office and developed friendships with 
other middle- class professionals and college gradu ates.

Yet you still seek to maintain your connection with your  family 
and the community in which you grew up. You try hard to go back 
home  every Sunday for church and dinner with your parents. You 
dutifully attend the quinceañera cele brations of your many cous-
ins as they each turn 15. You go to the old cafe to chat with your 
neighbors. Each time you go back home, your demeanor, clothing, 
language, and interests shift to fit in with  those of the  people with 
whom you grew up. You talk with the neighbors about the latest tele-
novela on Univision, speak Spanglish, complain about how expen-
sive every thing is  these days, and devour the deliciously spicy food 
your abuela makes. When  you’re back at work, you switch back to 
your professional role. You fit in with the norms of a corporate work-
place: you talk about the articles you read in the Wall Street Journal 
on your way to the office, you speak Standard En glish, you discuss 
your retirement investments, and at lunch you choose the kale salad 
over the Cuban sandwich. In other words, you codeswitch.
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One way of conceiving what you are up to  here is that you have 
divided yourself into distinct, compartmentalized selves. You have 
a Latino, or  family, or neighborhood self. And you have a work, 
or professional, or “bougie” self. In this way, you can have it all: 
a relationship with  family and community, a successful  career, a 
nice middle- class life. You have divided, but have you succeeded?

 There are two prob lems with this strategy. The first is that it is 
unstable. Challenges, both expected and unexpected,  will inevita-
bly  bubble up. Conflicts are unavoidable. A grandparent gets sick; 
your  sister loses her job; your firm requires that you travel most 
weekends; the partners at your firm eye you with suspicion. You 
ultimately cannot avoid conflicts by dividing yourself up—or at 
least you cannot avoid conflicts forever. When your  sister calls you 
at work to tell you that she needs help  because she lost her job or 
 because your grand mother is sick, you  can’t just say: “I’m sorry, 
right now I’m in professional mode. I’ll deal with it whenever I 
make it home.” This is  because, as we discussed in chapter 1, part 
of what it means to value  family and relationships is to give them 
priority when that is what is called for. Your  sister might try to 
be understanding, but she  will still be upset if you prioritize your 
work over your grand mother. On the other hand, your per for-
mance at your job, along with your chances of being promoted, 
might suffer if you simply leave work in the  middle of the day or 
refuse to travel on weekends. Your employer’s demands can, and 
for many do, conflict with  those other parts of your life. And you 
might feel quite powerless to refuse your employer’s demands or 
ner vous about sharing the real reasons why you  can’t meet them.

In her book Reading Classes psychologist Barbara Jensen offers 
a devastating portrait of the psychological anguish and stress that 
working- class  people who have succeeded in the path of upward 
mobility experience as they straddle both worlds.7 Jensen tells the 
stories, including her own, of  those who, having grown up work-
ing class, end up feeling not simply that they are divided between 

7. Jensen, Reading Classes.
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cultures, but that their home culture is disrespected and devalued 
by  those in the middle- class worlds they now inhabit. And  here we 
encounter a second, related prob lem. The dilemma confronting 
strivers is not only psychological, but ethical. Even though you 
might feel as if you are two diff er ent  people, you are one person 
on whom both  family and work are making demands. Your  family 
has a relationship with you, not with your “ family self.” Your boss 
wants you, and not just your “work self,” to prioritize work. Both 
your professional commitments and your personal relationships 
make their demands not on just one of your selves, but on you as 
a unified person.  These competing demands threaten to split you 
into two, but this threat to your identity cannot be mitigated by 
simply accepting this division as who you are.

Compartmentalizing in this way is a precarious and unstable 
way to codeswitch. It seeks to avoid genuine ethical conflicts that 
are often unavoidable. Furthermore, it  doesn’t give us a useful 
vantage point from which to decide what to do in cases of con-
flict. Your “ family self ” may think you should go visit your grand-
mother, while your “work self ” may think you should stay at 
work, but which self is the one who is  going to decide? In trying 
to divide oneself in this way to avoid ethical costs, one does lose 
something— the unified vantage point that is so central to how 
most of us see ourselves. Depending on codeswitching to avoid 
deciding between competing values, relationships, and commit-
ments only delays and postpones the difficult but necessary work 
of choosing for oneself which of  these goods are most meaningful.

Faking It without Becoming It

Instead of thinking of codeswitching as dividing the self, striv-
ers might decide to shield a part of themselves by putting on an 
act in  those situations in which acting as they would normally 
might come with a cost— a job interview, a gradu ate seminar, a 
networking dinner. Loretta’s explanation of the ways in which 
she negotiates this type of situation seems to follow this model. 
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In this way of understanding codeswitching, your “real” self, the 
one that manifests itself at home, is masked at work or at school 
by a “pretend” self. One of  these selves is your au then tic, unified 
self, and the other is a per for mance put on for pragmatic reasons.8 
In this way of thinking about codeswitching, you are protecting 
your identity from the pressure to conform to a community by 
pretending instead of  really changing.

So let’s amend our  imagined story in light of this approach. 
 Here, when you go to work you are putting on your professional 
face to fit in and to successfully navigate your corporate law firm. 
You act as if you love kale salad and the Wall Street Journal, and 
that the  thing you care the most about is making partner. Yet the 
real you is the one at home, the one who emerges when you take 
off your business suit at the end of the day, the one who watches 
telenovelas and loves chicharron. Instead of moving to the upper- 
middle- class neighborhood near your office, you move closer to 
where you grew up. You see the self who goes to work as a per for-
mance and your real self as the one who comes home to El Barrio.

But this approach  doesn’t get it quite right  either. Seeing your 
work or school self as a pretense  doesn’t shield you from the ethi-
cal conflicts  we’ve discussed. When your  sister calls you at work 
or while  you’re at school, telling her that you are in pretend work 
mode is not  going to appease her any more than telling her that 
you are being your “professional self ”  will. We  don’t get around 
 those conflicts by pretending.

More problematically, this strategy seems to threaten your 
ethical integrity, not  because you are acting inauthentically, but 
 because you are not taking responsibility for your be hav ior. If 
you are putting on an act in which you portray yourself as  career 
driven, competitive, or cutthroat for many hours a day, at some 

8. Some sociologists, psychologists, and phi los o phers have thought that, in fact, all 
of us are always performing. According to this view,  there is no real self that is au then-
tic. Though in ter est ing, this view has prob lems accounting for the phenomenological 
distinction between the “real” self and the “fake” self that many do feel. See Goffman, 
Pre sen ta tion of Self; Velleman, How We Get Along.
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point you have to ask yourself:  Isn’t that at least part of who you 
are? Putting on an act might be a way of dealing with an uncom-
fortable situation  every so often, but seeing hours of your day as 
an act involves not taking responsibility for your actions.  After all, 
the person who is  doing all of  these  things is you. You are not an 
actor in a theater. To resist the threat to one’s identity by assum-
ing this posture is to capitulate while pretending that one  hasn’t.

In her brilliant book The Managed Heart, sociologist Arlie 
Hochschild studied Delta flight attendants in the early 1980s.  These 
flight attendants  were taught to manage and withhold their nor-
mal  human emotional reactions to someone being rude and nasty. 
Instead, they  were supposed to remain calm, to act nice, and to 
greet every one with a smile—in other words, to put on a per for-
mance. What Hochschild found is that  after hours of  doing this kind 
of emotional work, the flight attendants had difficulty switching 
back to “normal” at home. This insight illustrates the central prob-
lem with seeing the self who goes to work or school as merely a per-
for mance and not truly a part of who we are. The per for mance can 
be hard to shake. It might be psychologically necessary to see our 
other self as not the “real” us in order to contend with the demands 
of work or school, but we cannot entirely prevent that per for mance 
from affecting who we are and how  others see us over time.

But the prob lem is not merely psychological; it is also ethical. 
Let me offer an example from my own experience to illustrate this 
point. Academic philosophy, my field, is disproportionately White 
and male, more so than other humanities departments and even 
more so than some hard sciences like chemistry. The culture of phi-
losophy is also very sharp and argumentative. The goal, as some see 
it, is to tear another person’s argument down by punching as many 
holes through it as one can. As an undergraduate, I quickly picked 
up that this was what I was supposed to do. At first, I saw this as a 
kind of performance— a “philosophy mode”— that was expected in 
the seminar room. It was not  until years  later,  after a friend called 
me out for asking questions too aggressively during a seminar, that 
I realized that this act had become who I was even though it was 
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not who I wanted to be. I’m grateful to my friend for criticizing 
my be hav ior,  because I was contributing to an academic culture I 
despise. To hold up my hands and feign innocence and say, “I was 
just pretending” would have been a cop out. I had become part of a 
prob lem by shielding a part of myself from self- criticism. I’ve strug-
gled to unlearn this be hav ior, though in many philosophy contexts 
such aggression is still rewarded, making it all the more difficult to 
change.

Most of us have heard the phrase “fake it ’til you make it,” mean-
ing that by forcing yourself to behave in a certain way enough of 
the time, eventually you  will change such that the be hav ior that 
felt fake at first  will come to feel natu ral. Suppress your self- doubt, 
act confidently, and eventually you  will feel confident. The idea of 
codeswitching as pretense suggests that one can pretend in order to 
shield oneself from changing. The thought is that you can “fake it” as 
a corporate  lawyer without ever  really “selling out,” even though you 
are spending most of your day working  toward the driven, career- 
obsessed ideal that your colleagues uphold. And, most importantly 
for our purposes, this position assumes that the real you can remain 
connected to your community even while the “pretend” self who is 
 going to college or working prioritizes that community less and less.

Yet what we do day  after day ultimately reflects what we value. 
As I argued in chapter 1, it is the choices that we make over and 
over again that add up to genuine engagement with the  people, 
communities, and proj ects that  matter to us. Of course, many of 
us are forced, while at work or school, to act in ways that we wish 
we  didn’t have to. And strivers are often justified in  doing so, espe-
cially when they are trying to make it in spaces that are inhospi-
table to  those without privilege. Research by sociologist Lauren 
Rivera substantiates Gabriela’s perception that her participation 
in an eating club would benefit her in job interviews. Employers 
in corporate law, finance, and consulting often do look for  those 
“signifiers” that are closely tied to class in deciding who to hire.9 

9. Rivera, Pedigree.
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Consequently, her decision to join an eating club, despite rejecting 
what they signified, was a good strategy to improve her chances 
of getting hired in one of  those industries.

While  there is something appealing about the pretense model 
of codeswitching in circumstances in which being genuine  will 
put one at a disadvantage,  there is also something deeply prob-
lematic about it. To see how one acts during many hours a day as 
merely a per for mance fails to contend head-on with the ethical 
challenges that codeswitching poses. Strivers need to engage in 
honest reflection when confronting the pressure to change in ways 
that potentially harm their ability to stay connected to their  family, 
friends, and community.

The Perils of Codeswitching

As we have seen, codeswitching through division or pretense 
is ethically problematic. Both of  these strategies allow strivers 
to avoid figuring out where they stand when faced with a clash 
between the two worlds they are inhabiting. And, as I have sug-
gested,  these conflicts can also threaten fundamental aspects of 
our identity. If we are not reflective about how we respond to 
them, we risk changing in ways that we  don’t endorse. Politics 
provides us with an apt comparison. Politicians like President 
Obama are often master codeswitchers. They know how to read 
an audience and adapt their be hav ior to suit it. This chameleon- 
like ability to adjust to an audience is a skill that makes a politician 
more likely to succeed. But a politician who too easily caters to 
the audience, saying one  thing one day and the opposite the next, 
inspires distrust  because we  don’t know where he or she stands. 
 We’re not entirely sure of who he or she  really is.

Consider how difficult it was for Hillary Clinton to gain voter 
trust during the 2016 presidential campaign. Clinton can appear 
overly rehearsed— ready to say what ever  will suit the po liti cal con-
text. Yet, according to reporting by Ezra Klein for Vox,  people 
close to her say they trust her and that she is not as she appears in 
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the public eye. Klein suggests that this is  because Clinton “is a mas-
ter compartmentalizer, and she believes she can cleave who she is 
on the campaign trail, and who she is in the minds of Republican 
voters and even some Republican politicians, from who  she’ll be 
as president.”10 An unfortunate side effect of masterfully compart-
mentalizing in this way is that  people end up being unsure of what 
your perspective  really is.

When politicians are too smooth, too willing to change how 
they act and what they say to suit the po liti cal context, we worry 
that they lack an ethical backbone. We fear that we  don’t know 
what they truly stand for. Yet refusing to engage in any po liti cal 
codeswitching makes the path to victory that much harder. To 
successfully win an election or pass a law that a politician  really 
believes in, he or she has to be flexible enough to understand what 
the po liti cal context requires and make some compromises. Politi-
cians have to tread this difficult boundary— successfully adapting 
to a given po liti cal context without sacrificing their princi ples or 
values—in order to pursue the goals that  really  matter to them.

The same is true, I suggest, of strivers who have to navigate the 
middle- class spaces where opportunities reside. Blindly changing 
to suit the context might make one more successful in achieving 
certain educational or  career opportunities, but in  doing so one 
risks losing one’s ethical backbone.  There are certain values that 
 matter to each of us and are impor tant aspects of our identity, 
 whether  these are par tic u lar friendships, relationships to some 
members of our  family, or ties to a par tic u lar community and the 
culture that is a part of it. In changing or concealing  those aspects 
of ourselves unreflectively, we risk incurring ethical costs we may 
 later regret and becoming  people we  don’t want to be. On the 
other hand, refusing to change at all to suit one’s context can make 
the path  toward success incredibly difficult. For strivers, who are 
already in a vulnerable position socioeco nom ically, this is a very 
risky option.

10. Klein, “Understanding Hillary.”
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The ethical challenge lies in striking a balance between resist-
ing the pressure to adopt the dominant cultural norms when 
 those conflict with our values and being flexible enough to adapt 
and thrive in that culture. As we have seen, neither dividing the 
self nor pretending is a  viable strategy. What we need is a way to 
codeswitch that allows us to be clear about what  matters to us— 
that allows us to define and articulate our values— and that thus 
helps us thread the needle between blind assimilation and equally 
blind re sis tance. When  there is so much pressure to fit in in order 
to succeed, taking control of  those aspects of our identity that 
 matter to us requires reflection.

Race and Gender

Before we turn to what I  will argue is the most fruitful model for 
dealing with the ethical conflicts faced by strivers, we must briefly 
discuss the ways in which race and gender impact codeswitching.11 
Unfortunately, I cannot give this topic the attention it is due in 
this book, but it is an impor tant one to keep in mind. Given the 
links between education, class, and race in the United States, many 
strivers are racial minorities, particularly Blacks and Latinos. And 
given the caretaking expectations that our culture has of  women 
and hostility to  those who  don’t fit into gender categories, many 
female and nonbinary strivers have diff er ent expectations foisted 
on them than their male counter parts encounter.12

An idea very similar to codeswitching has been a part of racial 
analy sis ever since the late nineteenth  century, when W.E.B. Du 

11.  There are many other categories of oppression that could be discussed in this 
context, including sexual orientation and ability status, to name but a few examples. 
Unfortunately,  there is not enough space in this book to consider  those categories with 
the due care they deserve.

12. In what follows I discuss  women as a central example of an oppressed gender 
category. In  doing so, I do not mean to exclude trans or nonbinary  people. To do 
justice to this issue, more would need to be said about the impact of  these vari ous 
identities on strivers.
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Bois, the African American writer (and sociologist), coined the 
notion of “double- consciousness” to describe the African Ameri-
can experience:

It is a peculiar sensation, this double- consciousness . . .  two 
souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two warring 
ideals in one dark body, whose dogged strength alone keeps it 
from being torn asunder. The history of the American Negro is 
the history of this strife— this longing to attain a self- conscious 
manhood, to merge his double self into a better and truer 
self. In this merging he wishes neither of the older selves to 
be lost. . . .  He simply wishes to make it pos si ble for a man to be 
both a Negro and an American, without being cursed and spit 
upon by his fellows, without having the doors of Opportunity 
closed roughly in his face.13

This sounds very much like the notion of cultural codeswitching 
we have been investigating— the idea of having two selves with 
two distinct souls, thoughts, and ideals. I do not intend to offer an 
analy sis of double- consciousness  here, but Du Bois’s perceptive 
passage points us to some of the key ways in which codeswitch-
ing is diff er ent when one is a member of a racial minority or of an 
oppressed gender category.

The first key difference is that both gender and race are social 
categories that carry with them the stain of prejudice and dis-
crimination.14 A person who is racialized— someone whose be hav-
ior, capacities, and intelligence are thought to be tied to his or 
her racial status— has to not only adapt to the expectations of the 
cultural context he or she is in, but also take into account what 
ste reo types are influencing how he or she is being perceived by 
virtue of his or her skin color. The same is true of gender. Someone 
who is perceived as a  woman has to consider, in addition to any 

13. Du Bois, “Strivings of the Negro  People.”
14. For more on this issue, see Appiah, “Race, Culture, Identity”; Haslanger, “Gen-

der and Race.”
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challenges she confronts on the basis of her  family background or 
class, how her perceived gender is influencing the expectations 
that  others have of her skills, social role, or worth. Consequently, 
the power dynamics at play for a striver engaged in the path of 
upward mobility are further compounded by racial and gender 
oppression.

This leads to a second key difference. The limits of how success-
fully one can codeswitch depend on the attitudes  toward race and 
gender that are dominant in a par tic u lar social context. Someone 
who is Black in a context in which  people have very strong rac-
ist attitudes— for example, the Jim Crow South— would not be 
able to act as a member of the dominant class. His race would be 
omnipresent no  matter how much his language, dress, and cul-
tural attitudes  were aligned with  those of the dominant class. The 
situation would be diff er ent if he was in Brazil, where he would 
still be racialized, but using diff er ent categories. And it would be 
diff er ent still in con temporary Amer i ca. The case is not dissimi-
lar for a  woman, who also has to think about how perceptions of 
gender  will delimit how successfully she can codeswitch. In some 
contexts, for example, acting as confident as one of her male col-
leagues might backfire  because she is likely to be perceived as 
too aggressive. In other contexts, showing that she cares for her 
 family might lead to  others perceiving her as less serious about 
work. In both the case of race and that of gender, codeswitchers 
have to not only master the norms that structure the new social 
world they are trying to enter but also become intimately familiar 
with the predominant ste reo types that  will determine how they 
are seen in this world, knowing full well that their race or gender 
(and, in some cases, both, of course) might limit how far they can 
successfully codeswitch.

A final key difference is that for members of oppressed groups, 
codeswitching can be seen as a betrayal of one’s community. 
Loretta hinted at this when she criticized someone who acted 
“White” at home. Codeswitching can be seen as a way of capitu-
lating to ste reo types and expectations that are unjust and racist. 
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I am not suggesting by any means that thinking of codeswitching 
as a betrayal is right; rather, I am observing that  there is a risk 
that one’s community might see it as such. Thus, the likelihood of 
such a reaction from a codeswitcher’s home community means 
that he or she has to bear this potential cost in mind. The case of 
gender is much more complicated on this score, since gender cuts 
across communities in diff er ent ways than race does. However, a 
 woman might worry about how she is being perceived not only 
by the community at large, but in par tic u lar by other  women who 
are navigating a similar set of challenges. Unfortunately,  there is so 
much more to be said about the relationship between race, gender, 
and codeswitching than we have space for  here, but it is impor tant 
to be reminded of the additional layers that codeswitching requires 
for strivers whose other identities are sources of further prejudice 
and marginalization.

Lucy’s Story: Race in Rural Amer i ca

The complexities of race  were omnipresent for Lucy*, who grew 
up in a rural town in the South being perceived as White. She 
came from a  family of farmers and learned to farm very early on. 
Her  mother was half Cherokee, but this was hardly discussed 
or mentioned. Her  mother chose to pass as White, and Lucy’s 
community was composed mainly of low- income White rural 
farmers. Lucy recalls that “to survive in the South, to survive in 
a rural place, wherever, whenever a racist joke is told, the best 
you can do is just not say anything or just smile, but not say any-
thing. I always had this  thing of like, ‘If  you’re saying all  these jokes 
about why it’s funny to kill Black  people and to kill Natives, what 
would you  really think if you knew who I  really was?’ ” Through 
an agriculture- related extracurricular group at her school, Lucy 
met a professor who convinced her to apply to college. She went 
off to Murray State University, where she encountered students 
from more privileged backgrounds. Her relative lack of privilege 
left her feeling lonely and unable “to say who I was or why I  don’t 
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spend money on  things.” Gradu ate school in the Northwest was 
even more alienating. She felt that the professors  didn’t know how 
to interact with students from her background. What made her 
most upset was that she was in an environmental studies program 
in which the other students and professors romanticized signifiers 
of the kind of farming life that she had actually grown up having, 
yet they  were dismissive of her perspective.

Despite  these challenges, Lucy finished her master’s degree 
and had, when I interviewed her, recently returned home to work 
with an organ ization that encourages environmentally sustainable 
community- based farming. She saw herself as a mediator: “That 
was a role I took on myself that I knew would alienate both worlds 
if I  didn’t have a foot in both worlds.” Even though her  family 
supports her work and the goals of her organ ization, her unwill-
ingness to tolerate racism has been a source of strain. “Whenever 
I say, ‘Halloween makes me  really mad  because every one’s walk-
ing around in blackface and headdresses,’ she [Lucy’s  mother] is 
just like, ‘You are part of the prob lem.  You’re the PC police,’ ” she 
recounted. As Lucy told me about  these interactions, she was on 
the verge of tears. The gulf separating her from her  mother was 
painful, but she also rejected the idea that she should simply go 
along with racist comments just to get along.

Lucy’s attitudes  toward race had changed gradually as she was 
exposed to a diversity of  people and perspectives in college and 
gradu ate school. She was glad that she no longer held racist views. 
But  after coming back home, she was confronted with the pres-
sure to pretend that she  hadn’t changed in this way, though many 
respected the expertise she brought to their community. Lucy had 
to codeswitch to convince the farmers in her community to take 
her seriously. Her work depended on the strength of  those rela-
tionships. And she was able to successfully act as a bridge between 
her organ ization and  those farmers, but  going along with racist 
attitudes was a step too far. It would involve sacrificing a part of 
her new identity that she valued. Lucy was engaging in what I  will 
call clear- eyed codeswitching.
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Clear- Eyed Codeswitching

The divide- and- conquer and pretense strategies are ways of trying 
to keep diff er ent worlds from colliding. The motivation for  these 
two models is clear. One wants to be able to succeed at work or 
at school even when what is demanded from us feels at odds with 
who we see ourselves as being. I want to be a successful phi los o-
pher even though often I feel uncomfortable and out of place in 
this largely White, male field. Seeing that self— the one who does 
philosophy—as a diff er ent, other self or as an act is, as I have sug-
gested, an unstable and ethically problematic way to contend with 
that challenge.

What we need is a way to deal with the threats to what we 
value and our identities in an honest and reflective way. We need 
to take responsibility for the self who inhabits the vari ous spaces in 
which we live by being clear about what  we’re up to when we are 
codeswitching. This  doesn’t mean that we  can’t sometimes com-
promise or end up acting in ways that feel at odds with who we are. 
But we need to be reflective about what we are sacrificing and why. 
Is it worth staying  silent when one hears racial slurs for the sake of 
getting along? For Lucy, it is not. Staying  silent requires that she 
go against a deeply held belief. It threatens her ethical integrity. 
But perhaps joking about hipsters, who love food in Mason jars 
but have never set foot on a farm, is something she can do even if 
it  doesn’t feel completely aligned with her new view of the world. 
Like many strivers, Lucy has to chart a difficult course in order to 
do her job well, maintain her relationship with her community, 
and be true to what she believes.

To codeswitch in a way that is honest, strivers have to figure 
out where to draw the bound aries. But to do that strivers need to 
be reflective, which is neither easy nor automatic. Few of us want 
to have an argument with our  family about race or feel obligated 
to push back when our boss asks us to work overtime, even if it 
conflicts with our  family obligations. And it is in  those moments 
that we often end up compromising on something that  matters to 
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us— maybe we end up forgetting to check in with our sick cousin, 
or we agree to go on a work trip when  we’re supposed to be home 
celebrating our abuela’s birthday, or we let a racist comment at 
work slide  because it’s too hard to stand up to it. This is why finding 
the time to engage in this kind of ethical reflection is impor tant. 
It is through reflection that we can become clear on what  matters 
to us and why.

As we  will discuss in chapter  5, studies show that values 
affirmation—in which students are asked to reflect on what they 
value before taking a test— reduces some dimensions of the edu-
cational achievement gap between minority and White students.15 
But reflecting on what we value is not only impor tant  because it 
might help us achieve better scores on a test. Reflecting on what 
 matters to us— family, friendships, communities— gives us a tool 
to push back against social structures that, as we saw in the pre-
vious chapter, constantly threaten to undermine  those ethical 
goods. Unreflective codeswitching, as I have suggested, can leave 
us unmoored— pushed this way and that by circumstance. We take 
the easiest route and end up feeling that we gave something up 
without meaning to. We  don’t recognize the selves who emerge 
as the  people we want to be.

If codeswitching is to be valuable, it should enable us to lead 
lives that are full of  those ethical goods we have talked about— 
family, friendship, and community. Sometimes, it is worth it to 
adapt to the context for the sake of goals we care about. But other 
times, adapting can lead us to lose a sense of who we are and what 
we care about. When a friend chides us for being too aggressive, 
when a  family member asks us for help even though  we’re busy at 
work, or when a friend is surprised to hear us silently acquiesce 
to racial slurs, we have to be able to explain  these choices to our-
selves. This is what I mean by being clear- eyed about what  we’re 

15. For recent work in the psychological lit er a ture on values affirmation, see Cohen 
et al., “Recursive Pro cesses in Self- Affirmation”; Cohen and Sherman, “Psy chol ogy of 
Change”; Harackiewicz et al., “Closing the Social Class Achievement Gap.”
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 doing— having an ethical narrative that we are able to articulate 
about which compromises we are willing and unwilling to make. 
Developing such a narrative allows us to knit together what we 
value in the vari ous worlds we inhabit into a single, unified, and 
honest perspective.
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4
Resisting Complicity

The path of upward mobility can exact painful ethical costs. A 
striver’s earliest, most formative relationships can be undermined 
and threatened by the dynamics of moving up in a socioeco nom-
ically segregated and highly unequal society. As we saw in the 
last chapter, strivers may feel compelled to change in order to 
succeed, potentially in ways that jeopardize impor tant aspects of 
their identities. This risk is particularly acute for  those strivers who 
see their relationships with their families, friends, and community 
as central ele ments of their identities. Codeswitching offers a way 
for strivers to navigate  those tensions. But codeswitching comes 
with its own dangers. A striver who is not thoughtful and reflec-
tive about what he or she values can end up behaving in ways that 
threaten his or her ethical integrity.

Accepting and adopting the norms that prevail in middle- class 
workplaces or educational institutions, even if only situationally, 
can further entrench  those expectations, making it increasingly 
difficult for other strivers to break in. This means that strivers not 
only are liable to pay significant ethical costs for their success, but 
also through this success risk complicity in perpetuating the struc-
tural conditions that disadvantage other strivers like themselves 
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and potentially entrench in equality and poverty in communities 
like their own.

The idea that honest and clear ethical reflection should be an 
integral part of upward mobility lies at the heart of this book. 
But such reflection inevitably takes us away from simply thinking 
about our own individual path and  toward recognizing the ways in 
which we also uphold and embody the social structures that lead 
to ethical costs for other strivers and their communities. Strivers 
who succeed on the path of upward mobility find themselves mov-
ing from positions of relatively  little power— student, child, job 
applicant, intern—to much more power ful ones— mentor, parent, 
employer, professional.1 And whereas strivers who are starting out 
might feel quite constrained in their path by their socioeconomic 
position,  family circumstances, or educational experiences, as 
they move up they increasingly gain power that can be used  either 
to resist or to entrench the structures that largely determine the 
ethical costs that have been the focus of this book. We  will now 
turn to considering how strivers might contend with the ethically 
difficult position they are in as a consequence of their success, 
bearing in mind that this is a recurrent challenge that strivers con-
front throughout their path.

The Tale of the Stairs

In Hristo Smirnensky’s story “The Tale of the Stairs,” a young 
working- class man strikes a bargain with the Dev il.2 He wants 
to climb a set of towering stairs in order to exact revenge on the 
nobles enjoying themselves at the top while the working class 
suffers in poverty down below. As he climbs the first steps, the 
Devil asks the young man for his hearing. When the young man 
agrees, the Devil replaces his ears so that the voices of moaning 

1. For a very helpful take on  these issues, see Zheng, “What Is My Role.”
2. Smirnensky, “Tale of the Stairs.” Thanks to Luc Bovens for directing me to this 

story.
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from  those down below are replaced by the sounds of laughter. 
As the young man races up the next steps, the Devil asks him 
for his vision. He agrees again, and the Devil replaces his eyes; 
now when the young man looks down, he sees healthy  people in 
beautiful clothes. The final concessions the Devil exacts from the 
young man before allowing him to reach the top are his heart and 
his memories.  These final replacements complete the transforma-
tion: the young man is now identical to the other  people at the 
top, oblivious to the suffering below.

Smirnensky grew up in a poor Bulgarian  family, died young of 
tuberculosis, and was never able to climb out of poverty despite 
finding some success as a poet. His short story is a dramatic alle-
gory of the perils of upward mobility. To reach the top, the young 
man must transform, but what this transformation requires is los-
ing every thing that is essential to who he is. In short, he sells his 
soul. This story is an exaggeration, of course, but it points to the 
ways in which upward mobility changes  those who undertake it. 
As the young man tragically illustrates, in the pro cess one risks 
becoming complicit in the oppressive circumstances that made 
one’s own path, and the path of other strivers, so challenging.

As we have seen, upwardly mobile students are confronted 
with competing pressures. One set stems from their relationships 
with their families and  others in their home community. The other 
set arises as they become part of new communities— first, their 
school campus, and then, if all goes well, the professional world. In 
 these new communities, opportunities are far more abundant; by 
becoming a part of them, endless possibilities appear within one’s 
reach. But succeeding in this pro cess of adaptation and accultura-
tion can lead strivers to compound the price paid by  those who 
stay  behind. The toll is exacted first by the absence that the striver 
leaves  behind and then again by the reinforcement of the barriers 
that, having overcome them, the striver is now in a position to 
perpetuate.
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From Student to Professor

I too experienced this pro cess of transformation in my path from 
student to college professor. One of my most vivid memories 
from my undergraduate education involves a class led by a well- 
respected phi los o pher notorious for subjecting his students to a 
“philosophical boot camp.” It was a year- long course intended for 
serious philosophy students thinking about gradu ate school. The 
class started out with an enthusiastic 40 or so undergraduates; 
by the end, fewer than 8 of us remained. In one particularly keen 
memory, we weary survivors are sitting in a seminar room, and 
I am trying to answer a question as the professor looms over me, 
pounding the  table. His exact words are lost to me, but his mean-
ing is clear: “What is your point?! Make it already!” I can still feel 
the anxiety flooding  every crevice of my body as I  battle the tears 
threatening to embarrass me. I control my stammer and try my 
best to fake the confidence he expects. When I think about what 
I learned in college, I look back to that terrifying moment. Only 
a year  later I would be in gradu ate school, confidently partici-
pating in advanced seminars and unwilling to back down when 
challenged. That undergraduate seminar certainly played a role in 
bolstering my confidence and— perhaps even more impor tant—
my ability to fake confidence when I lacked it.

Many years  later, I became a professor myself, and with that 
position I gained much more power than I had as that frightened 
undergraduate. Yet when I first started teaching, I had  little under-
standing of the ways in which I was playing a role in maintaining 
social structures that disadvantaged strivers. In gradu ate school, I 
received  little instruction on how to teach and no guidance as to how 
to deal with class, gender, or racial dynamics in the classroom. When 
it came time for me to lead my own classes, I simply reenacted the 
teaching I had experienced as a student. I lectured and then would 
let  those students who  were already confident enough to raise their 
hands and make their voices heard monopolize the discussion. That’s 
what was expected of me, and it was the easiest  thing to do.
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It was only when I started to reflect on my teaching and on the 
experiences my students  were having that I began to see how in 
turning the class over to  those students who  were already confi-
dent in voicing their opinion, I had become complicit in perpetu-
ating a college culture that privileges students who show up to 
college already knowing how to get the most out of it. Professors 
tend to notice the students who are vocal and participate. And 
 these students are also the ones who feel comfortable  going to 
office hours, arguing over a paper grade, or asking questions when 
they are confused. They get attention, and they also tend to get 
better grades and glowing letters of recommendation. A classroom 
environment that makes it easy for  those students to shine  will 
also tend to be one that feels unwelcoming to  those strivers who 
feel out of place on a college campus. Let us return to my story of 
being a frightened undergraduate. The fact is that I made it as far as 
I did in that class in part  because, notwithstanding the terror that 
this par tic u lar professor inspired in me, I myself was already the 
sort of student who participated in class discussion. I had learned 
to do so in my exclusive private school back in Peru. The intimi-
dating nature of the “boot camp” atmosphere had already driven 
most of the timid and hesitant students away. And it is very likely 
that some of the students who  were driven away  were precisely 
 those students who  didn’t feel at home in that kind of combative 
classroom environment— a thought that never occurred to my 
younger self. Rather, I felt proud that I had made it so far while 
 others had not.

The benefits that stem from having the ability to confidently 
speak in front of a group of  people or in response to an intimidating 
authority figure do not vanish at graduation. Among the handful 
of students who made it through that seminar with me, most of 
us did go on to gradu ate school, and, as far as I know, at least a 
third of us are professors. And in many  career paths outside of 
academia, confidence and assertiveness are prized skills. So it is 
particularly impor tant that  those students who are liable to get 
“lost” in the halls of academia— particularly  women, minorities, 
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and first- generation students— learn to assert themselves, espe-
cially in interactions with  those who are in positions of authority.

As a professor, I now find myself in a position to encourage 
 those students who are liable to be overlooked. And now that I 
better understand the forces at play, I can make a concerted effort 
to live up to that responsibility in my classroom. For many of my 
students, what I ask of them is not easy. I can see that difficulty in 
the speed with which their heads tip down so that they can intently 
stare at their notebooks and avoid eye contact whenever I ask 
a question. Raja*, a student in my first- year writing seminar, was 
one of  those for whom participation was challenging. An immi-
grant from South Asia, his written assignments demonstrated that 
 behind his reluctant brown eyes was a bright and thoughtful mind 
 eager to engage with the reading I had assigned. But  every time 
I asked him to participate, his face would twist into a grimace. 
Surprisingly, a few weeks into the semester he came to office hours 
to try to convince me that he  didn’t need to talk in class. He said 
he would rather write than participate.  There was a complicated 
mix of  factors at play in his reluctance. Raja had a shy disposition, 
but, as he told me, he was also simply not used to expressing his 
opinion in this way. He had been taught to listen to the professor’s 
ideas, not assert his own. I insisted that it was impor tant that he 
practice speaking in front of his peers. Even as a doctor, which is 
what he aspired to be, it would be impor tant for him to be able to 
speak to his colleagues. He looked at me glumly as I presented my 
arguments. As he left my office, he seemed unconvinced.

A few days  later, he came into my office again to tell me that 
he had discussed our conversation with his older  brother, who 
was also an immigrant to the United States. To Raja’s surprise, his 
 brother had agreed with me: in order to succeed in this country, 
Raja would have to learn to speak up. Raja and I devised a plan. He 
would come to class prepared to ask or say something and would 
raise his hand when he was ready. I would only call on him then. 
By the end of the term, Raja was contributing spontaneously, and 
the grimace on his face was gone.
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What I was hoping to impart to Raja was a skill that my own 
undergraduate education had helped cement for me. On the sur-
face, this seems like a success story: one of a student overcoming 
a deficit and developing a skill that would help him as he made 
his way through college and into his  future  career. But the truth is 
more complex. Raja’s eventual willingness to speak up can also be 
seen as a story of acculturation—an immigrant kid being forced to 
reinvent himself to fit into the culture that dominates American 
educational institutions and middle- class workplaces. This cul-
ture places a premium on confidence, assertiveness, and being 
vocal— skills that, for some readers,  will seem universally impor-
tant and essential for success. And yet  there are many communities 
in which  these traits are not rewarded in the same way as they are 
in the middle- class, professional spaces Raja and I  were seeking to 
enter; indeed, many other cultures prize deference to  those who 
are older and more educated, listening rather than calling atten-
tion to oneself, and other community- based forms of interaction. 
As immigrants, Raja and I knew this. But I wanted to succeed as 
a phi los o pher in the Anglo- American institutions in which I was 
being educated; Raja wanted to succeed as a doctor in this country. 
And so we learned to do what was required.

But once strivers overcome  these initial challenges and rise to 
positions of some power, they have to consider  whether they are 
simply  going to play a role in maintaining the social and cultural 
norms that presented a challenge for them or  whether they can 
use their position to reform or subvert them. Now that I’m on the 
other side of the desk, I try to be explicit with my students about 
the dynamics at play even as I encourage them to participate, as I 
did with Raja, but I also endeavor to make sure that the students 
for whom this is a challenge do not slip through the cracks. And 
if Raja succeeds, I hope that he  will reflect on how he can be a 
good doctor to strivers who might be too intimidated to ask him 
questions  because he is in a position of authority over them. As 
we  will see, this is the hard, reflective work of resisting complicity.
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A Striver’s Unique Position

As I have suggested, strivers who succeed find themselves in a 
position to reinforce the culture, norms, and social structures 
that led to the challenges they  were trying to overcome in the 
first place. In chapter 2, we saw that socioeconomic segregation 
is one of the under lying structures that leads to the ethical costs 
of upward mobility. As an educated, middle- class professional, a 
successful striver can now buy into a neighborhood with a good 
school and make sure his or her  children socialize with other 
middle- class  children, thereby further entrenching neighborhood 
and social segregation along class lines.3 We also saw in chapter 2 
that the norms of middle- class workplaces and schools tend to 
 favor an in de pen dent cultural model that prizes assertiveness and 
individuality. A successful striver is now in a position to hire that 
confident and vocal applicant who went to the “good” university, 
thereby continuing to confer advantages on  those who have inter-
nalized the in de pen dent cultural model and enjoy easier access to 
 those educational institutions. Fi nally, we saw that lack of access 
to social supports exacerbates ethical conflicts for strivers who are 
on the path of upward mobility. Our  imagined successful striver 
is now in a position to impose on his or her students, employees, 
or colleagues inflexible, demanding schedules that make it harder 
for them to play caretaking roles at home.

 These choices, while stemming from and reinforcing the striver’s 
success, also have the potential to entrench the socioeconomic 
structures— housing, educational, and social segregation; cultural 
mismatch; lack of social supports— that exact painful ethical costs 
from strivers and their communities. More troublingly, strivers 
may forget about the challenges faced by  people who grew up 
like them as they gain distance from  those circumstances. Or they 
might internalize norms, as in the example we started with in this 

3. For an insightful discussion of the obligations that parents have to promote social 
justice while fulfilling their duties as parents, see Brig house and Swift,  Family Values.



106 CHAPTER 4

chapter, about being assertive or vocal that they then expect  others 
to live up to. In all of  these ways, it becomes easier to become 
complicit if one is unreflective.

I do not mean to imply that in making  these choices individuals 
are to be blamed or chastised, although  there is a very in ter est ing 
philosophical debate about the extent of the individual obliga-
tions one incurs by virtue of the role that one plays in unjust social 
structures.4 In many cases, we feel constrained by the expecta-
tions to which we are subject in our new positions as employers, 
professors, or colleagues. My point  here is rather that we are all 
enmeshed in  these structures. Though some of us benefit from 
this more than  others, virtually all of us participate in a system 
that leads to disproportionate ethical costs for strivers, among 
other inequities. I do not aim to convince the skeptic who thinks 
we have no obligations to do what we can to advance a more just, 
fair society, but I do want to challenge the idea that a reflective 
striver can remain neutral with re spect to  these issues. To return 
to my own path as a professor, when I was unreflective about what 
was happening in my classroom, I unwittingly ended up favor-
ing  those students who  were already well equipped for college, 
thus perpetuating their advantage.  Until I did some more careful 
reflection, I had  little understanding that replicating the teaching 
I had experienced was a form of entrenching a college culture that 
disadvantages strivers. But once I understood this, I could not 
simply go on as before. The social structures in which we live  favor 
the status quo and thus benefit  those who are already privileged; 
strivers who understand this cannot remain neutral and still view 
themselves as caring about justice.

This is not meant to deny that  those who are born into privilege 
and continue to enjoy it have a greater responsibility to undermine 
the social structures that we discussed in chapter 2. To take one 
example among many: Amer i ca’s rampant residential segregation, 

4. Phi los o pher Iris Marion Young is particularly compelling on this point; see her 
Responsibility for Justice.
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via both class and race distinctions, is the product of de cades of 
not only governmental policy, but also the choices made by indi-
viduals who have the resources to buy a home in a good school 
district and then vote for policies that exclude  others who are 
less advantaged from enjoying the resources in their community. 
Similarly, and more germane to the central phenomena discussed 
in this book, administrators, professors, and upper- middle- class 
students are partially responsible for creating the atmosphere that 
makes some  people of color and low- income students uncomfort-
able in college classrooms and,  later, in offices and boardrooms. 
 Shouldn’t the onus be on the privileged— and I include myself 
 here—to work to improve our institutions so as to accommodate 
 those who are less advantaged? I agree  wholeheartedly that it is 
critical that  those who are most favored by the system take the 
obligations that stem from this privilege seriously, but this  doesn’t 
answer the question of what a striver can or should do.

Some individuals, by virtue of varying degrees of wealth, edu-
cation, talent, or social connections, have a tremendous amount of 
power within our society.  Others have  little or no power  because 
they lack many or all of  these resources. Many of us fall somewhere 
in the  middle. We have material resources, education, skills, or 
talent that we can use to make the world in which we live better. 
Although we  can’t donate billions of dollars, we can still make an 
impact.5 The fact that  those with tremendous amounts of privi-
lege can do so much more does not absolve  those who are less 
privileged from playing what ever small role they can. And strivers, 
by virtue of their unique position, have a distinct set of skills and 

5. This paragraph touches on several tricky philosophical issues concerning how 
much we are all obligated to do for each other in an unjust society. For the purposes 
of this book, we only need accept the weaker claim that we all have some obligation. I 
 don’t intend to offer an argument about the extent of this obligation. For the classical 
argument in  favor of a maximalist view of our moral obligations, see Singer, “Famine, 
Affluence, and Morality.” For a view that being advantaged by injustice creates moral 
obligations, see Butt, “On Benefiting from Injustice.”
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knowledge that they can use to improve the lives of  people grow-
ing up like they did.

First, strivers have knowledge that  isn’t easily available to 
 those who  haven’t been born into disadvantage. They are more 
likely to understand the needs of underprivileged communities 
than is someone from a socioeco nom ically advantaged commu-
nity. So many attempts at “helping”  those who are disadvantaged 
go awry when ostensible solutions are conceived without true 
comprehension of the complexities of living in the communities 
at which they are aimed.6 Second, successful strivers have gained 
valuable knowledge and skills through their education and profes-
sional experience and are uniquely positioned to develop solutions 
through diverse ave nues,  whether they be the law, economics, 
or urban planning. Fi nally,  those who have made it into middle- 
class professions have acquired the skills needed to successfully 
navigate  those communities and workplaces. Their capacity to 
codeswitch means that they are better able to advocate for disad-
vantaged communities  because  those in power are more likely to 
listen to them. In  these ways, successful strivers have a unique and 
crucial role to play in the effort to create social structures that are 
fair and equitable. While  those who have grown up with all of the 
advantages of being born to privileged positions have tremendous 
power and responsibility to make society more fair, strivers, by 
virtue of their unique skills and knowledge, have a critical role 
to play in guiding us  toward a more just society that genuinely 
addresses the needs and concerns of disadvantaged communities.

Kimberly’s Story: What to Do with a Harvard Degree?

I met Kimberly* on a sunny fall after noon, sitting at a picnic  table 
outside of the Harvard Business School, in which she was in the 
 middle of a dual business and public policy master’s program. 

6. For an argument in  favor of affirmative action that relies on a similar thought, 
see Anderson, “Fair Opportunity in Education.” For a power ful description of such a 
gift gone awry, see Parker, “Gift.”
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Confident and thoughtful, her path to Harvard had started in a sub-
urb of Cleveland. Her  father had died when she was two. She had 
been raised by her  mother and grand mother, an immigrant from 
Barbados. She told me that her  family had, at times, relied on food 
stamps. Her shrewd grand mother, despite their financial strug gles, 
had managed to buy a  house in a middle- class neighborhood so that 
Kimberly could attend a good school;  there, she was one of a few 
students who qualified for  free lunch. In that middle- class school, 
she found a familiar kind of segregation: even though her school 
gradually enrolled more Black and Latino students, Kimberly was 
one of the few Black students in the high- achievement academic 
track.  After graduating, she went to Ohio State on a full scholar-
ship. And  after working as a teacher for two years through Teach 
for Amer i ca, and in management consulting for another two, she 
was now at Harvard, contemplating her next steps.

Kimberly’s life trajectory was impressive. In many ways, her 
path embodied the ideal of the American education system— 
the transformation of a young, hardworking, and smart African 
American  woman through public schooling. Her college degree, 
and soon her gradu ate degrees, would equip her with skills and 
knowledge that would make her valuable in many workplaces. 
But as we have learned, the trajectory out of poverty is rarely as 
straightforward as it first seems.

When I asked Kimberly  whether she felt at home at Harvard, 
she considered the question carefully:

Yes and no. I  can’t participate as much  because of money. Some 
of my friends just went to Napa, other  people went to Iceland. 
 People just go everywhere. I’ll never be in that position. I  don’t 
think I feel out of place per se, but that’s more  because of my 
personality than anything  else. I’ve talked to other students 
who have similar backgrounds that do feel more out of place, 
but they also kind of hide where they come from. I’m proud of 
where I come from. I deserve to be  here just like anyone  else. 
I think I deserve to be  here more so. . . .  I  don’t have a  daddy 
to call and donate an extra wing of some building.
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Kimberly had a very clear understanding of the barriers that she 
faced in her own life and, just as impor tant, of the broad socio-
economic  factors that accounted for  those barriers, both in her 
life and in the lives of many  people like her. And, having been an 
educator, she was well aware of how  those inequalities played out 
in what she saw around her at Harvard. But that awareness had 
become strength: it enabled her to feel proud about where she 
was and where she had come from, rather than embarrassed or 
uncomfortable.

Indeed, what was most remarkable about Kimberly was how 
clear she was about what she valued and what was impor tant to 
her. She was clear about what her limits  were; she knew what ethi-
cal trade- offs she was willing to make in order to succeed and, just 
as importantly, what she  wasn’t willing to change about herself. It 
pained her to have to say no when someone in her  family asked her 
for financial help, but she was supporting herself through school. 
However, she tried to help her  family as much as she was able to, 
financially and other wise. When I asked her if the other students 
had diff er ent attitudes  toward  family, she said, with an unwavering 
expression on her face:

Oh yeah, for sure. I think Americans in general are a lot more 
individualistic. I would never put my  mother in a nursing 
home. She would live with me. She was living with me in Texas 
 after she lost her job. It’s not a question. You know, I’ve had 
friends try to say: “Oh, you  don’t have to do this.” No, I  don’t 
think so. You take care of your  family. That’s number one. I 
 wouldn’t be where I am if my  family  didn’t think that—if they 
 didn’t put all their money together and  were house- poor so I 
could get an education.

Kimberly had done a remarkable job of staying connected to her 
 family and community while learning how to navigate the world of 
the Ivy League. She had what I call a clear- eyed ethical narrative: a 
well- defined sense of what she valued and of what she was willing 
to sacrifice in her own trajectory; a deep understanding of how 
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the trade- offs she had to make  were embedded in larger, overarch-
ing socioeconomic structures; and a very clear sense of her own 
unique position within  those structures and of her obligation to 
 others who had also been born into disadvantage.

That Kimberly had a clear- eyed ethical narrative meant that 
she saw what was at stake in her situation and, just as importantly, 
the ways in which the challenges strivers like her faced  were the 
result of socioeconomic conditions that needed to be changed. 
That gap— between the possibilities of her life and the lack of pos-
sibilities for the  people she cared most about— posed a dilemma 
with which she was clearly struggling when we talked. She was 
keenly aware that  others  hadn’t been as lucky as she had, but she 
seemed unsure of what she should do to help  those who had been 
left  behind. On the one hand, Kimberly wanted to go back to a 
community with  people who had strug gled like she had and “add 
real value” to their lives. But she also was worried about being able 
to take care of her  family, telling me, “Fear of financial insecurity 
is real.” She had observed that many of her peers, students from 
similar backgrounds, did not go back to their communities for 
the same reason: “They  don’t want to take the risk to do  things 
 because the  things that  will actually help their communities are 
a lot more risky than  these jobs that just come to us and take us 
along and give us fat paychecks.” Kimberly  didn’t won der  whether 
she should be concerned with the opportunities  others lacked; 
rather, she was preoccupied with determining the best way to use 
her position to help them without jeopardizing her own hard- 
earned status.

Embracing Social Justice

Kimberley’s dilemma is a deep and difficult one. For her book 
Opting Out: Losing the Potential of Amer i ca’s Young Black Elite, 
sociologist Maya Beasley interviewed Black students at Berke-
ley and Stanford. She found that  these Black elite students did 
not aspire to enter the high- paying professions that many of their 
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White peers did. They  were less likely to pursue  careers in con-
sulting, finance, technology, or engineering. Instead, they became 
social workers or teachers, or entered the nonprofit sector. Beas ley 
highlights the many  factors that  were at play in the  career choices 
of the Black students she interviewed, including their lack of 
exposure to  these more lucrative  career paths before college. But 
beyond  these impor tant influences on  career path, she notes one 
additional  factor that is crucial to the issue of the responsibilities of 
strivers— the sense of obligation that Black students like Kimberly 
feel to give back to their communities. She writes that the Black 
students she interviewed had “a strong orientation . . .   toward 
community and social responsibility in their  career interests. . . .  
Moreover, their perception of having been aided and encouraged 
along the way and the belief they have been privileged and blessed 
by persons and influences beyond their own talents provide a sig-
nificant impetus to give back to their communities.”7  These stu-
dents recognized that they  were better off than most of the  people 
with whom they had grown up, and their sense of obligation to 
their communities was profound.

We  don’t have to convince strivers that being upwardly mobile 
 will put them in a position in which they can help  others. Beasley’s 
research supports what years of teaching strivers has suggested to 
me— many of  these students are already abundantly, sometimes 
painfully, aware of the responsibility that comes from their hard- 
earned position. The difficulty, as we learned from Kimberly, is 
figuring out what to do next: how to embrace this responsibility 
and set about changing conditions that make it hard for  others in 
their communities to access opportunities while maintaining their 
own hard- earned status.

The students whom Beasley interviewed show us one pos si ble 
path forward: pursuing a  career path in which one directly helps 
members of disadvantaged communities through social work or 
teaching. Social workers and teachers do crucial, impor tant work, 

7. Beasley, Opting Out, 142.
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and a life spent in the ser vice of  others is certainly rewarding and 
valuable. But, as we saw in chapter 2, the challenges students face 
in the path of upward mobility stem from structural  factors that 
individual social workers or teachers, no  matter their dedica-
tion,  will have a hard time changing. Of course, some strivers are 
uniquely suited to do the invaluable and crucial work of teaching 
and supporting  those who are disadvantaged;  there would be far 
fewer successful strivers if we  didn’t have talented and motivated 
teachers and social workers. But  these are not the only ways to 
pursue social change.

Kimberly told me that she had left teaching  because she felt 
that “the kids  weren’t getting what they needed to get, no  matter 
how much I busted my ass,  because I was only teaching them 
for one year and I had  limited power.” She thought that with an 
advanced degree, she could find a role crafting public policy in the 
education sector and gain more power to reform the structures 
that negatively affect  others who have grown up like she did. When 
we met, she was still debating  whether that was the best course of 
action, having been disappointed by several of her courses at the 
public policy school. She had found a more dynamic and inclu-
sive environment at the business school; she was now considering 
 whether what she had learned  there could offer her a diff er ent 
way to help communities like  those in which she had grown up.

In her book, Beasley suggests that teaching and other pro-
fessions oriented  toward helping  others directly  aren’t the most 
effective path  toward changing the systemic structures that lead 
to in equality. She thinks that the tendency of the young Black elite 
to pursue lower- paying professions is problematic. “ Doing good” 
is impor tant, but it  isn’t enough. She argues that the participa-
tion of the Black elite in Wall Street, K Street, and other places 
where po liti cal and economic power reside is just as impor tant to 
“minimize economic risk, promote tolerance, and provide mul-
tiple lines of attack against racial injustice.”8 Consider, for example, 

8. Beasley, Opting Out, 165.
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the wealth gap between Black Americans and White Americans, 
which is stubbornly resistant to change even as the income gap 
closes.9 Closing the wealth gap  will require some Black students 
to go into very high- paying professions that allow their families to 
start amassing wealth and to find ways to garner po liti cal power to 
institute the kinds of changes to the tax system that might erode 
that gap. Still, as Smirnensky’s “The Tale of the Stairs” warns us, 
this path is not without its dangers.

Joining the ranks of the elite  isn’t the only way to pursue 
structural changes or exercise po liti cal power. Voting, grassroots 
organ izing, and myriad other forms of po liti cal engagement are 
power ful tools of social change. Across American history, from 
the civil rights movement to Black Lives  Matter, we have seen 
the tremendous power of grassroots organ izing. Nevertheless, I 
 don’t think we should underestimate the need to pursue structural 
changes from the inside.

Getting a college education, particularly at an elite university, 
can transform a student’s life in many ways, but one of the most 
potent ones is the boost it provides to that student’s economic, 
social, and po liti cal power within the society. This is why strivers 
are uniquely positioned to advance the interests of the communi-
ties from which they hail— they have gained power that  others in 
their community lack. And, as we saw,  there are many paths for-
ward available to a talented striver who is serious about pursuing 
social justice. Some strivers have the skills, motivation, and knowl-
edge that  will make a teaching or social ser vice  career the most 
effective and satisfying path to pursue.  Others are well equipped 
to participate in or lead social change movements. Still  others are 
well positioned to join the ranks of the elite and use the power of 
 those positions to push for structural change. In order to change 
the socioeconomic, cultural, and po liti cal conditions that so often 
privilege the interests of the better- off, we need to tackle the prob-
lem from a variety of positions within  those structures.

9. For recent data on the wealth gap, see Wolff, “House hold Wealth Trends.”
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Regardless of their chosen path, even the most well- meaning 
strivers are always combating the power ful forces involved in 
maintaining one’s hard- earned status. For example, if during my 
first years at CCNY I had chosen to spend all of my time worrying 
about how to help my students and had neglected my research, 
I  wouldn’t have received tenure. Without tenure, I would have 
lost my teaching position and would not be able to help as many 
students. We can use the roles we have in society— teacher,  lawyer, 
parent, community member—to help change social structures in 
ways that  will make them more equal by engaging in what phi los-
o pher Robin Zheng calls “boundary- pushing.”10 However, main-
taining  those roles often requires that we work within  those social 
structures in ways that tacitly endorse them. Consequently, even 
 those strivers who take the responsibility of their unique position 
seriously must steer between two power ful forces that pull them 
in opposite directions— maintaining their hard- earned standing 
in a social structure that is often unjust and unequal and trying to 
reform that social structure to make it more just and equal.

Finding Time for Reflection

I have argued  here that strivers are disproportionately saddled 
with painful ethical burdens. This is the plight of the student who 
is struggling in chemistry while at the same time feeling guilty 
about not rushing back home to help her sick  sister. Strivers know 
that  there is something fundamentally unjust about their situation. 
They frequently feel frustrated. But frustration  isn’t a comfortable 
resting place. To move beyond it, strivers must recognize that they 
are confronting symptoms that have an under lying cause. Thinking 
about justice and equality— that is, about how the world  ought to 
be— provides strivers with the tools they need to articulate the 
nature of the injustice they face and to see it as a systemic prob lem 
rather than simply a personal challenge.

10. See Zheng, “What Is My Role,” 878.
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In previous chapters, I have argued that strivers need to con-
sider the question of how to stay true to the  people and values they 
care about while succeeding in the path of upward mobility. But as 
strivers come to recognize and reflect on the nature of the ethical 
costs they incur along this path, the deepening of that reflection 
pro cess may lead them to consider broader questions. What would 
a more just and equitable society look like? And how can I use 
my unique set of skills, knowledge, and motivation to challenge 
current social structures so that they bring us closer to that ideal? 
Answering  these questions is the work of a lifetime, and I am by no 
means suggesting that strivers  will, or should, arrive at definitive 
answers. What I am suggesting is that understanding the nature 
of the ethical costs of upward mobility leads us to recognize the 
impor tant role that social structures play in that pro cess and our 
place within them.

The difficulty for strivers is not just that, by their nature,  these 
questions are challenging, but that  there is typically so  little time 
or space for such individuals, who are already struggling against 
imposing odds, to engage in the kind of deep reflection required to 
adequately consider them.11 Strivers’ lives are often over burdened 
and hectic. I see this with my students. They strug gle to study 
for exams, work, and care for their families and communities at 
the same time. The responsibilities they shoulder are heavy, so 
much so that I am sometimes astonished they are able to make it 
through college  under such circumstances at all. Moreover, this 
difficulty is compounded by the current state of higher education: 
across college campuses, our pedagogical priorities for such stu-
dents are changing. Philosophy, not to mention fields like lit er a-
ture, history, and sociology, are seen as valuable but unnecessary. 
Even though universities are uniquely suited to foster the criti-
cal tools that are essential for ethical reflection, many Americans 
are skeptical of what happens in universities and believe that an 
education at the sorts of institutions that strivers predominantly 

11. The argument that follows is drawn from my “An Antidote to Injustice.”
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attend— community colleges and large public universities— 
should be focused on getting strivers into  career tracks.12 This shift 
stems in part from the fact that universities are capitulating to the 
devalorization of the humanities in public discourse, but also, and 
perhaps more significantly, from the fact that more students are 
attending college than ever before, and many of them are severely 
strapped for time and money. Each additional requirement costs 
 those students dearly.

My university is an outlier and still requires students to take a 
wide array of liberal arts courses, including an introductory philos-
ophy course, which I regularly teach.  Every semester I encounter 
students who, understandably, are frustrated at having to spend 
their time and money reading Kant and Mill instead of focusing 
on classes that are directly related to their majors. It’s all well and 
good, the thinking goes, for wealthy students who attend Har-
vard and Yale to indulge in pondering Dickens, Simone de Beau-
voir, and W.E.B. Du Bois, but, as many of my students have asked 
me, why should strivers juggling a part- time job, a  family, and a 
career- oriented degree take such courses? Though many come to 
appreciate what they learn in my class, it is undeniable that such a 
requirement can feel like another expensive and time- consuming 
hurdle in their path  toward graduation.

As higher education increasingly focuses on teaching students 
what they need to know in order to perform a job in the world as 
they  will find it, that vocational focus leaves  little time to ask a 
central question: How should the world be? Engaging in this kind 
of reflection is not an indulgence, but a necessity. It is especially 
essential for  those who are negatively impacted by the social struc-
tures that exist in the world we inhabit— the same  people, sadly, 
who are the least likely to have access to the resources required 
for this kind of reflection.

12. See Pew Research Center, “Sharp Partisan Divisions” and “State of American 
Jobs.”
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The work of building a just society is imaginative. Yes, we need 
to be teachers, social workers, con sul tants, bankers, and grass-
roots organizers, but we also need to reflect on which ideals are 
guiding us as we try to harness  those roles in the ser vice of fos-
tering a more just and fair world. All too often, the articulation 
of  these ideals in public discourse is left to  those who are already 
advantaged by the world as it exists.13 Of course,  these discus-
sions are conducted over kitchen  tables, at  union meetings, and 
across campaign  tables, but they rarely trickle up to the rooms 
where public policy is being crafted. If  these ideals are  going to 
be informed by the experience of  those who are most impacted 
by injustice, we need strivers to be a part of  these conversations 
as well. When universities that serve strivers narrow the focus of 
the education they offer to vocational training, they risk excluding 
them from  these conversations.

My argument surely seems at least a  little self- serving. It may 
not come as any  great surprise that the phi los o pher thinks we 
should all study philosophy! But I am not arguing for a par tic u lar 
course or even a par tic u lar field. I  don’t advocate any one approach 
or methodology. I’m suggesting instead that undergraduate stu-
dents be ensured the time, space, and framework within which to 
engage in deep reflection about their own values, as well as about 
justice, fairness, and what a better, more just world might look 
like. This might not even require studying philosophy; such reflec-
tion is pos si ble in a sociology course, or maybe even in a club or a 
freshman seminar, though phi los o phers have spent thousands of 
years considering  these questions. All colleges have the capacity, 
 whether in their philosophy departments or elsewhere, to make 
reflection a priority sometime and somewhere within a student’s 
education. And strivers, despite the many obligations they are 
already balancing, should take advantage of their college’s offer-
ings and engage in this kind of reflective work.

13. For an essential criticism of po liti cal theory and po liti cal philosophy on this 
score, see Mills, “Racial Liberalism.”
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My hope for instilling reflection at the heart of an undergradu-
ate education is also a hope for my own field. Though phi los o-
phers are paid to think about the most impor tant issues of life— 
and are supposed to help us see truths that are “universal” and 
thus applicable to all of us—my colleagues tend to come from a 
startlingly small segment of society. The field of philosophy tends 
to attract  those who already have a privileged position in society: 
students who are wealthy, White, and male.14 Many of the most 
elite universities with strong liberal arts programs also tend to 
be disproportionately White and wealthy.15 Consequently, much 
of the philosophical dialogue concerning justice centers around 
work written by White, privileged men, even though this is the 
population that has the least to lose by maintaining the status quo. 
This is another reason why it is impor tant for strivers to think 
through  these questions. The intellectual and creative energy that 
 will drive social change  will come from  those who have the most 
to gain from the system changing. Strivers are in a unique position 
to play this role.

14. American Acad emy of Arts & Sciences, “Racial/Ethnic Distribution of 
Degrees”; Pinsker, “Rich Kids Study En glish.”

15. Chetty et al., “Mobility Report Cards.”
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5
Constructing an 

Ethical Narrative

The traditional narrative of upward mobility misrepresents the 
real ethical costs that strivers must pay to succeed. It portrays 
the sacrifices strivers make as a short- term investment of time, 
money, and effort that is handsomely repaid with the achieve-
ment of middle- class status. In this individualistic conception of 
upward mobility, social structures figure only as challenges to be 
overcome, rather than as social arrangements and institutions in 
which we all participate.  Family, friends, and community are por-
trayed as allies or, if their support is not unwavering, obstacles 
rather than as individuals or entities that are themselves in need 
of support. Strivers who succeed have no reason to be ambivalent, 
 because they are undoubtedly better off now than they  were at 
the start of their journey.  Those around them— family, friends, 
and community— should feel pride that one of their own made it.

I have argued that this narrative overlooks the ethical costs 
that strivers must bear and the ways in which  those costs are also 
exacted on  those with whom they have meaningful relationships. It 
also ignores the extent to which social structures— socioeconomic 
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segregation, lack of a safety net, and cultural mismatch— 
concentrate  these ethical costs in ways that disproportionately 
affect strivers and their communities. I have suggested that it is not 
unusual for strivers to strug gle to balance the competing pressures 
they confront in their search for upward mobility. Success on this 
path often involves strivers changing in ways that distance them 
from what they find meaningful and valuable.  These omissions 
fundamentally undermine the traditional narrative of upward 
mobility. As I  will suggest in this chapter, we need a new, more 
honest narrative that can help strivers meet the inevitable ethical 
challenges they  will face with a clear view of what is at stake. This 
clear- eyed ethical narrative is characterized by three central fea-
tures: it is honest about the ethical trade- offs involved in striving, 
it clearly situates  these choices in a specific socioeconomic and 
historical context, and it is ethical in that it encourages strivers 
to reflect on what is valuable and meaningful to them and on the 
impact they want to make on the world.

Carla: How Much Sacrifice Is a College Degree Worth?

Carla* was failing one of my classes. She was a philosophy major and 
had seemed engaged with the course for the first few weeks, despite 
often showing up late. But within a month, she was showing up less 
and less frequently,  until fi nally I  stopped expecting her in class. A 
 couple of weeks before the end of the term, she appeared at office 
hours, ostensibly to find out  whether  there was anything she could 
do to salvage her grade. By that point in the semester,  there was not; 
I was honest with her about this fact. Carla was disappointed but 
seemed to expect my response. In fact, unlike other students who 
have walked into my office in her situation, she  didn’t seem to want 
to plead for a passing grade or to convince me to accept late work. 
I think maybe she just wanted to let me know that her absence was 
not  because she disliked the material or my teaching.

As we talked, it emerged that Carla was failing her other classes 
as well. The prob lem, she told me with a sigh, was that she had to 
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work 50 to 60 hours a week at two jobs to support herself through 
college. Her parents refused to help her pay for her education, 
but they made too much to allow her to qualify for financial aid. 
She  didn’t want to take on loans. I felt helpless and upset. Carla 
appeared resigned.

Carla was neither the first nor, sadly, the last student in this 
situation to walk into my office. Most of my students at CCNY do 
qualify for financial aid, but it is rarely enough to cover their liv-
ing expenses. Some have additional obligations, such as families 
to support or other financial responsibilities for which student aid 
does not account. So they work.1 And the more they work, the 
less time they have to devote to their courses. Many of  these stu-
dents fall  behind, fail classes, or fail to complete requirements. A 
substantial number drop out. In fact, William Bowen and Michael 
McPherson have argued that one of the biggest challenges fac-
ing higher education right now is low college completion rates, 
particularly at institutions that serve strivers, such as my own.2

But what incensed me was that Carla blamed herself for not 
being able to work full- time, take a full load of courses, and do 
well. I told her that virtually anyone in her situation would end up 
in the same position. No one has enough time to devote to his or 
her studies while working that many hours. But, she insisted, you 
hear about  people who do it all the time— support families, work 
full- time, and gradu ate from college. Of course, such extraordi-
nary  people do exist. I have met a few of them. And, honestly, I do 
not know how they do it. But why should this be expected of all 
strivers? Why should that kind of all- consuming sacrifice be the 
price that the disadvantaged have to pay in order to earn a college 
degree? And why should we think that failure in the face of such 
obstacles reflects an individual’s unwillingness to work hard?

Carla’s dilemma illustrates some of the shortcomings that 
undermine the traditional narrative surrounding higher education. 

1. Goldrick- Rab, Paying the Price, is essential reading on this point.
2. Bowen and McPherson, Lesson Plan.
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Not only is a college degree portrayed as worth any cost— whether 
financial, ethical, or both— but students are expected to make her-
culean efforts to achieve it. This narrative had not only sunk Carla’s 
semester (and tuition money), but fundamentally undermined her 
self- confidence. She assumed that she simply had not worked hard 
enough.

As I overcame my anger, Carla and I started talking about 
what a realistic path would be for her to get her college degree. 
We determined it would prob ably take her a long time to reach a 
position in which she could fully devote herself to her classes. She 
would have to make many sacrifices in the interim and negotiate 
tense  family dynamics surrounding her choices. “So is it worth 
it?” she asked. I  couldn’t provide a straightforward answer to that 
question,  because, as I hope it has become clear in the course of 
this book, I do not think that anybody but Carla can determine the 
right answer. Instead, Carla and I discussed why she wanted to get 
a college degree, the sacrifices she would have to make to succeed, 
how certain unjust aspects of the higher education system  were 
hampering her ability to pursue that degree, and how having (or 
not having) that degree would impact her  future. In other words, 
we started building the ele ments of what I  will describe in this 
chapter— a clear- eyed ethical narrative.

Though our conversation did not yield a clear answer to her 
question that after noon, Carla still thanked me profusely for 
speaking to her. Nobody, she told me, had been so open and hon-
est with her about what was at stake. Deciding  whether or not to 
pursue a degree would be part of a lengthy, evolving pro cess, one 
that only she could undertake herself. Similarly, I  don’t expect 
this book to deliver definitive answers to the strivers who read 
it. That is the nature of ethics and of living a reflective and ethical 
life. The language of ethics helps us or ga nize our experiences and 
understand the nature of the prob lems we confront. But while 
recognizing and reflecting on what we value enriches and deepens 
our understanding of ourselves and of our world, it does not lead 
to  simple answers. The prob lem with the traditional narrative of 
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upward mobility is that it obscures the most challenging aspects 
of this pro cess and offers an inadequate and facile blueprint that 
many accept as universal.

In this chapter we discuss how to craft an honest, alternative 
narrative of upward mobility. This narrative provides not answers, 
but rather a framework that can help strivers confront the ques-
tions they  will face in a reflective way. Such an approach involves 
putting together all of the ele ments we have discussed thus far: 
recognizing  those aspects of one’s life that are valuable and mean-
ingful but might be undermined in the pro cess of moving up, situ-
ating  those costs in the proper socioeconomic context in a way 
that recognizes the extent to which they disproportionately bur-
den strivers, navigating the competing pressures on one’s identity 
that upward mobility creates, and resisting one’s complicity in a 
society that is unfairly structured so as to compound the hurdles 
already faced by  those who are most disadvantaged.

The Ele ments of the Ethical Narrative

We are creatures who enjoy stories. We are enthralled by stories 
of  others, certainly, but just as critically, throughout history and 
across cultures, we have been driven to construct our own.3 Sto-
ries help us or ga nize our lives by extracting meaning from the 
messy real ity of the moments that make up everyday experience. A 
narrative can help us articulate what we value and, crucially, where 
we are headed. Social psychologists have found that the narratives 
we employ can be power ful motivators but can also constrain us.4

It is no surprise that most of us prefer to hear narratives that 
inspire us. Consider the story of Sonia Sotomayor— raised in the 

3. This hermeneutic approach to the self can be seen in philosophy; see MacIntyre, 
 After Virtue; Taylor, Sources of the Self. More naturalistic versions of this approach can 
be found in Dennett, “Self as a Center”; Schechtman, Constitutive of Selves.

4. For the importance of such narratives to the per for mance of college students, 
see Wilson, Damiani, and Shelton, “Improving the Academic Per for mance”; Stephens, 
Hamedani, and Destin, “Closing the Social- Class Achivement Gap.”
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Bronx by her widowed  mother, she managed to earn a spot at 
Prince ton, and then Yale, and ended up with a seat on the highest 
court in Amer i ca.5  These up- by- one’s- own- bootstraps narratives 
offer power ful motivation, encouraging us to believe that such 
feats are also pos si ble for the rest of us if we are willing to work 
hard and persevere. But, as we have seen again and again, such 
narratives obscure the real ity of upward mobility.

The evidence of that real ity is abundant, even if we  don’t want 
to see it. Upward mobility is not the norm for  those born into 
low- income families in the United States.6 Still, Americans on 
the  whole vastly overestimate how much upward mobility actu-
ally occurs in our country.7 Furthermore, as I have argued in this 
book, for many students the pro cess of upward mobility requires 
far more than perseverance: it also requires brutal decisions and 
painful sacrifices, threatens their relationships with  those who 
 matter most to them, and destabilizes their sense of identity and 
belonging. The story of upward mobility  isn’t just one of gains; it 
is also one of losses. Narratives of upward mobility tend to flatten 
crucial differences in the challenges that vari ous groups of  people 
experience depending on their place in society. And, most prob-
lematically, they tend to portray upward mobility as the solution 
to a range of prob lems— from poverty to segregation to lack of 
opportunity— while ignoring the ways in which the barriers for 
low- income communities remain unchanged even as a select few 
make it.

But using evidence and statistics from the social sciences to call 
into question the validity of the traditional narrative of upward 
mobility only takes us so far. Simply pointing out the inaccuracies 
of this story  will not suffice to eliminate it. Stories can captivate 
us regardless of their accuracy. Thus, what we need is an alterna-
tive narrative of upward mobility that can displace the traditional 

5. Her autobiography is inspiring and beautifully written; see Sotomayor, My 
Beloved World.

6. See Chetty et al., “Is the United States.”
7. See Kraus and Tan, “Americans Overestimate Social Class Mobility.”
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narrative, one that is both uplifting and honest. I grew up with 
such a narrative— that of the immigrant striver. Immigrant strivers 
are  those, like myself, who are seeking opportunities for a better 
life through immigration. Of course, this narrative, like all stories, 
is vulnerable to distortion, but it is more honest in some crucial 
ways than the typical story of upward mobility that we tell. Specifi-
cally, the immigrant striver’s narrative is upfront about the char-
acter of the sacrifices that are required— the ethical costs are front 
and center. I want to be clear that in what follows I’m relying on 
an idealized version of the immigrant striver’s story; it is all too 
easy to paint the immigrant story with an overly broad brush that 
obscures all subtlety from an individual’s experience. My hope is 
that the simplifications  will help to highlight some of what is miss-
ing from the typical tale we offer strivers who are not immigrants.

Consider the immigrant who, faced with a corrupt, autocratic 
regime that has stifled opportunities for economic advancement in 
her home country, has to find  those opportunities elsewhere. She 
packs up her bags and leaves her  family, friends, and community 
to go to another country with better prospects. She cries almost 
 every night during her first few months in this new country, miss-
ing every thing about home terribly. She is forced to take any job 
she can find no  matter how  little it pays or how badly she is treated 
in order to save money so that she can open her own business, 
go to college, or put herself in a position to find a better job. She 
must deal with abusive employers, not to mention unwelcoming 
neighbors; she has to learn to live with all manner of small slights 
and racial ste reo types. But she adapts. She learns the language, the 
culture, and how to navigate new social relationships. She makes 
friends. Whenever she has a  little extra money, she sends it back 
home to help her  mother and the rest of the  family she left  behind.

Throughout  these  trials she has a story she can tell herself— one 
that motivates her to push forward while allowing her to reflect 
on the costs of  doing so. She is sacrificing many aspects of her life 
that she has valued— her relationships back home, proximity to 
 family and community, immersion in her own culture—in order 
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to make a better life for herself. She recognizes that she is making 
 these trade- offs in the ser vice of goals she values. Understanding 
that the demands of her path to upward mobility may jeopardize 
 things that  matter to her can lead her to seek ways to mitigate  those 
losses— whether by finding a community with ties to the one she 
left  behind or by making sure to stay in touch with  those back 
home whenever she can. If she has a certain level of education, she 
might also situate her circumstances in global economic and po liti-
cal conditions, all of which combine to negatively impact  people 
who grow up in situations like hers.  After she gains some success, 
she, like many immigrants, might reflect on her new position and 
think about how she can help  those who stayed  behind or other 
immigrants in her community who are struggling. Of course, each 
immigrant crafts his or her own unique narrative— some might be 
less reflective,  others  will involve fewer trade- offs, and most  will 
evolve over time.

I grew up with an immigrant striver narrative  because, quite 
frankly, it was the story of my  family. My grand mother had emi-
grated from Arequipa, a city in the Andes, to Lima, the larger and 
wealthier capital of Peru; my  mother and aunt emigrated from 
Peru to Eu rope; and I, too, was expected to also find opportuni-
ties elsewhere. Before embarking on that journey, however, I had 
already had my eyes opened by this immigrant narrative to the 
potential costs (and gains) of this path. When I got to college, my 
 family, like that of many first- generation college students,  couldn’t 
help me figure out what to look for in an advisor, what classes to 
sign up for, or how to become a part of the campus community. 
But luckily, they had prepared me to be an immigrant— that is, 
to expect to feel lonely, distant, and out of place. I had seen my 
 mother and my aunt overcome that initial displacement in Eu rope 
and build a community and home for themselves abroad. In some 
sense, this gave me an edge when I got to college. While, like most 
other first- year students at Prince ton, I often worried that I  didn’t 
belong or had been admitted by  mistake, I could attribute some of 
my discomfort to being an immigrant. My understanding of myself 
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as an immigrant also helped me find a community at Prince ton. 
My friends  were not themselves immigrants, but many of them 
 were the  children of immigrants. In retrospect, I realize that I was 
drawn to them  because they understood the cultural straddling I 
was undertaking. They also had experience with straddling the cul-
ture they grew up with at home and that of school and the world 
outside of home. The narrative of the immigrant striver allows 
 those of us who are immigrants to weather some of the feelings 
of alienation and displacement that form a part of our trajectory 
and, if all goes well, to find a community in which we can feel 
comfortable negotiating  those cultural differences.

Certainly, we should be wary of simply transferring this immi-
grant narrative to the distinctive experience of strivers who are 
not immigrants, but it is valuable to reflect on it all the same. The 
immigrant narrative is built on four distinct features that I think, 
not coincidentally, are also the crucial ele ments of an ethical nar-
rative. First, it affirms a plurality of ethical goods that  matter to 
one’s life— one’s relationships, culture, and connection to one’s 
community— rather than focusing only on educational or eco-
nomic achievement. Second, it makes it clear that some of  those 
ethical goods  will have to be traded off or sacrificed for the sake of 
other goods and opportunities. Ideally, though not always, it situ-
ates  these trade- offs in a historical, po liti cal, and socioeconomic 
context. Third, it is cognizant of the risks to one’s identity that the 
pro cess of immigration entails. As the immigrant striver becomes 
more at ease navigating the new country, his or her skill at navigat-
ing the culture of the home country may wane. And fi nally, though 
this is not as frequently a part of the immigrant narrative as I think 
it  ought to be, the experience of being an immigrant enables one 
to think more critically and reflectively about the broader social, 
po liti cal, and economic context of both one’s  adopted country 
and one’s home, and how one might play a role in changing them 
for the better. In what follows, I tease out each of  these features 
in more depth.
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RECOGNIZING ETHICAL GOODS

In the traditional narrative of upward mobility, strivers sacrifice 
effort, time, money, and, in some depictions, fun. Writing about 
his childhood in Indonesia, Barack Obama describes his  mother 
waking him up at four in the morning to study for three hours 
before school  because she worried that the school he was attend-
ing  wasn’t rigorous enough.8 This scenario embodies the image 
of upward mobility that many of us hold: the striver is the person 
who gets up at the crack of dawn to study instead of getting a 
 little bit more sleep, the person who stays at the library  until it 
closes instead of  going to a party. But, as I argued in chapter 1, 
that image is inevitably oversimplified. Yes, strivers work hard. 
But such efforts are nearly always accompanied by other valuable 
and meaningful sacrifices that are just as impor tant, though rarely 
discussed.

In order to recognize the ethical goods that strivers are at risk 
of sacrificing, we need the language of value. I am not suggesting 
that we talk about our “values” in the abstract. As we saw in the 
first chapter, many of the ethical goods at stake for strivers are 
par tic u lar. So the questions strivers need to consider should focus 
on the par tic u lar relationships and communities that make their 
lives meaningful and valuable. Who are the  people who  matter to 
you? How do  these  people figure in your life? What parts of  these 
relationships do you value? What aspects of  these relationships 
are difficult? Similarly, it is easy to state broadly that we value our 
culture. It is both more difficult and much more worthwhile to 
identify the par tic u lar aspects of our culture that we value. Are 
 there aspects of your culture that you reject? Why? Instead of talk-
ing about the value of friendship or community, tell me about your 
friends and your community. How, specifically, do they contrib-
ute to your life, and how do you contribute to theirs? Reflecting 
on  these questions can allow us to more clearly recognize and 

8. Obama, Dreams from My  Father, 47–48.
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deliberately affirm the value in our lives and the many  people and 
relationships that embody that value.

 There is substantial evidence that “values affirmation” interven-
tions can boost the academic achievement of minority students. 
In  these exercises, students are asked to write about what they 
value and why they value it. As one set of researchers notes, “A 
key aspect of the affirmation intervention is that its content is self- 
generated and tailored to tap into each person’s valued identity.”9 
They point to a study that finds that asking a group of seventh grad-
ers to reflect on a value that is impor tant to them— relationships 
with friends,  family, or musical or artistic interests— can signifi-
cantly boost the grade point average of minority students even 
up to two years  after the exercise.10 Psychologists think that self- 
affirmation exercises work by countering the effects of perceived 
threats to a student’s self- image that arise in challenging environ-
ments. By broadening the students’ perspective beyond the threat 
in front of them, students are able to regain a sense of self.

This notion that recognizing and acknowledging the relation-
ships and pursuits that we value can give us the perspective we 
need to keep us motivated when we confront difficulties and set-
backs is quite compelling. But I believe that strivers in par tic u lar 
need values affirmation for another reason as well—to build narra-
tives that can help them navigate the ethical challenges of upward 
mobility. We need to recognize the ethical goods at stake in order 
to be honest about the true costs of striving. Unfortunately, our 
traditional narrative of upward mobility fails to acknowledge the 
value and necessity of such reflection. Rather than highlight the 
plurality of goods at stake, this narrative reduces the complexity 
and interconnectedness of an individual’s life to the goal of indi-
vidual educational and economic achievement. Rather than help-
ing students appreciate what is valuable in their lives right now, 

9. Cohen and Sherman, “Psy chol ogy of Change,” 337.
10. See Cohen and Garcia, “ ‘I Am Us’ ”; Cohen et al., “Recursive Pro cesses in 

Self- Affirmation.”
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the traditional blueprint suggests that the striver must cultivate a 
narrow focus on an uncertain and distant  future “success.”

Yet we are trading off some ethical goods for the sake of other 
ethical goods. It is just as crucial that strivers identify what they 
seek to gain beyond financial security and a good job. What are 
 those ethical goods that we are aiming to achieve? Why does a 
college degree  matter in their pursuit? Why are all  these sacrifices 
worth it? The answers to  these questions at times seem obvious to 
 those of us who have earned college degrees, but they are by no 
means obvious to all students on this path. When I’ve discussed 
 these issues with my own students, I’m surprised by how infre-
quently they have been given opportunities to reflect on their own 
education. Few  really understand what they are supposed to be 
getting out of their classes, why certain classes are required, and 
what the ultimate value of their education might be. However, 
given this opportunity to reflect on their education, I find that my 
students have very thoughtful and engaged discussions about the 
value of a liberal arts education, the utility of a vocational path, and 
 whether they are learning anything useful in their time at college. 
Many of them tell me that despite the fact that  they’re spending 
significant amounts of time, money, and effort getting into and 
making it through college,  they’ve rarely, if ever, engaged in  these 
conversations with each other, their parents, or their professors.

This type of discussion is, in fact, a critical step in understand-
ing the ethical trade- offs at stake in the path  toward upward mobil-
ity. Without it, how can strivers understand what they are making 
 these huge sacrifices to achieve? If they are giving up goods that 
are meaningful and valuable to them now, what do they stand 
to gain that  will make their lives meaningful and valuable in the 
 future? Of course, a college degree offers a clearer path  toward 
a good job and economic security. But students also need to be 
able to see the intrinsic value that their education affords them 
beyond the credential. This requires that they ask themselves: Am 
I becoming a better person, a more informed citizen, or a more 
productive member of society through what I am learning? If so, 
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how? The answers to  these questions may evolve over time as an 
individual’s perspective matures, but reflecting on them provides 
strivers with an opportunity to broaden their understanding of 
why they are in college as they confront the difficult challenges 
that we have been discussing in this book thus far.

One of the aspects of the immigrant narrative that is so compel-
ling is the feeling, shared by many immigrants, of pride in one’s 
country and culture. Even as we try to enter a new country with 
a new culture, we do not feel compelled to diminish or devalue 
what we left  behind. This is, in part, why many immigrants  were 
deeply offended when President Donald Trump called the places 
from which they came “shithole countries.”11 Leaving one’s coun-
try is frequently a  great sacrifice  because what is left  behind, what-
ever prob lems might reside  there, is still something that is loved 
and cherished. Trump did not confine his offensive rhe toric to 
the immigrant context. He called inner- city Chicago a “disaster” 
and referred to it as a war zone comparable to Af ghan i stan.12 His 
language was widely condemned, but Trump’s hurtful bluster 
tapped into an image that remains alive and well in the popu lar 
imagination. The places that strivers transcend are often portrayed 
as places that are better left  behind— the ghetto, the inner city, 
the impoverished rural village. Any hint of longing for what came 
before is often met with confusion. But, as we have seen, that 
notion of a place that is better left  behind is overly  simple and mis-
leading. Frequently, meaningful and valuable aspects of strivers’ 
lives continue to reside  there—no  matter how impoverished  those 
communities may be— and turning one’s back on them for the sake 
of better economic opportunities and a good life, while possibly 
necessary, is not therefore easy. Recognizing that complexity by 
acknowledging the value in what we have left  behind is the first 
step in building an honest ethical narrative.

11. Dawsey, “Trump Derides Protections for Immigrants.”
12. Rumore, “Trump on Chicago.”
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SITUATING ETHICAL COSTS

Clearly identifying the ethical trade- offs at stake in the path  toward 
upward mobility lays the groundwork for the next step in con-
structing an ethical narrative— situating  those trade- offs in a his-
torical, po liti cal, and socioeconomic context. The traditional story 
of upward mobility misrepresents this path in a variety of ways, 
notably by shifting our focus almost entirely to the individual and 
his or her noble strug gle upward while ignoring how that indi-
vidual is embedded in a community defined by relationships and, 
more broadly, by social, po liti cal, and economic structures. In 
order to truly understand the situation that strivers confront, we 
must trace the connection between the ethical costs they incur and 
the social and economic structures on which  those costs depend. 
Strivers need to know that the reason they seek opportunities 
outside of their communities is rarely  because  these communities 
are deviant or  because the culture that strivers bring into the class-
room is lesser. They must recognize that our society has structured 
access to such opportunities in ways that make it that much harder 
for them to succeed. Failing to acknowledge this is not only dis-
honest, but also demeaning and disempowering to  these students.

The life stories of Sonia Sotomayor and Steve Jobs, despite 
the vast differences between  these two notable figures, amount 
to essentially the same uplifting story when abstracted through 
the lens of the traditional upward mobility narrative. They both 
worked hard and transformed their lives. You can do it too, the 
implication goes. The misrepre sen ta tion is in the suggestion not 
that  those at the bottom can move upward—of course, some do— 
but that the individual, simply by dint of hard work and effort, 
can transcend the vast social, po liti cal, and economic forces that 
structure the opportunities and challenges that confront us. We 
only need to dig a  little deeper to see that in almost all stories 
of upward mobility, structural forces have conspired to make an 
individual’s success more or less likely. For instance, Steve Jobs’s 
parents, when they noticed their  adopted child was gifted,  were 
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able to buy a  house in a better school district so that Jobs could 
get a top- notch education and, crucially, gain exposure to a lot of 
the earliest advances in technology that would provide a stepping 
stone to his  career. Jobs certainly took a risk by dropping out of 
college, but he already had amassed considerable technological 
skills that enabled him to land a job at Atari soon  after.13

To dig deeper, a striver must ask him-  or herself: Are  there 
economic, social, or other structural  factors that might be at 
play in this difficult situation I’m confronting? How can I better 
understand  those  factors and their impact on my path? What can I 
learn about the community I’m joining and the community I come 
from? What sorts of barriers am I likely to encounter  because of 
my class, race, or gender?

Strivers who understand the role that  factors such as residential 
segregation or lack of healthcare access play in their position in 
society also understand that many of the challenges they confront 
and the ethical costs they  will have to bear stem not from their 
abilities or skills but rather from the situation into which they  were 
born. With this knowledge, a striver is able to conceive of his or 
her experience in a way that he or she  wasn’t able to before. But 
the resulting insight is by no means comfortable. Understanding 
that the  family into which you  were born, the neighborhood in 
which you grew up, or the school that you attend play such critical 
roles in your path can make you feel reduced to a mere statistic, 
devoid of agency.

Upon reading about the experiences of first- generation col-
lege students, I also have felt dispirited at seeing my feelings of 
ambivalence and unease so clearly accounted for by my  family 
background. And I have seen that same uncomfortable realiza-
tion descend upon my students. In my Philosophy of Race course, 
we combine philosophical analy sis with social science. For the 
students, most of whom are racial minorities, it can be difficult 
to read about the statistics concerning racial discrimination in 

13. Isaac son, Steve Jobs.
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employment.14 They cannot help but ask themselves how many 
times their résumés have been overlooked  because their name 
sounds Latino or Black. But reflecting on this issue from an ethi-
cal perspective forces us to do more than simply resign ourselves 
to our social position, no  matter how challenging that might be.

 There are aspects of our lives that  matter to us deeply, and in 
order to do right by them, we must affirm our agency within the 
constraints we face. We must decide  whether to attend class or 
work extra hours to support our  family. Understanding that this 
decision is not one faced by  every college student and that it stems 
from unfair inequalities in access to certain resources helps con-
textualize the choices we make. But understanding that  doesn’t 
dissolve the decision or its consequences for one’s education or 
the  people one loves. Understanding the context helps us see the 
decision more clearly for what it is— a constrained choice— but it 
is not meant to decide the question  either way.

One of my students told me that when he came to college, he 
thought he would learn about a diff er ent world. Instead, he found 
himself getting angry when the focus in some of his classes kept 
turning back to his own community in the inner city, which was 
marred by poverty, vio lence, and lack of opportunity. He  didn’t 
dispute what his professors said, but he was upset that they saw 
his world as something to be studied. Yet as he approached gradu-
ation, he came to appreciate the broader perspective that he had 
gained and the reflection about his own community that it had 
sparked. It is this subsequent reflection that can allow strivers to 
move past the initial difficulty of seeing their lives as something to 
be studied and craft a reflective narrative for themselves.

When I was young, my grand mother was adamant that oppor-
tunities for advancement  were to be found elsewhere,  because life 
in Lima in the 1980s was marred by terrorism, hyperinflation, and 
a stagnant economy. I had seen how hard it had been for my mom 

14. The classic paper on this is Bertrand and Mullainathan, “Are Emily and Greg 
More Employable Than Lakisha and Jamal?”
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and aunt to immigrate to Eu rope, but I was also aware of how 
privileged I had been relative to other  children in Peru by virtue of 
the sacrifices my  family had made and very good luck. As I learned 
more in school about the history of colonialism and the influence 
of the United States in Latin Amer i ca, I also came to appreciate the 
ways in which the lack of opportunities in our country was tied to 
a broader set of geopo liti cal incentives and policies that unfairly 
disadvantage  those born in the global south. This understanding 
helped me contextualize what I saw around me and,  later, what 
I saw when I arrived in the United States. I was entering a world 
that  hadn’t been designed for  people like me. This thought can be 
deflating, but, as we  will see, it can also be empowering.

NAVIGATING AN EVOLVING IDENTITY

Our relationships and communities shape who we are and how 
we think of ourselves. When  those aspects of our life are threat-
ened, parts of our identity are also  under threat. In chapter 3, 
we discussed cultural codeswitching as a way of trying to curb 
such threats. Strivers codeswitch in order to effectively inhabit 
two worlds— the one they are coming from and the one they are 
entering—by changing how they act and behave depending on 
the context. I argued that codeswitching cannot be used to avoid 
the ethical costs of upward mobility  because of the conflicts that 
inevitably arise as overlapping demands from the diff er ent spheres 
that the codeswitcher inhabits come into competition with one 
another. Our selves are not divided. While it is pos si ble to inhabit 
diff er ent worlds in diff er ent ways at diff er ent times, it is virtually 
certain that a moment  will arrive when we must choose where we 
stand. An ethical narrative can guide us in making such a choice.

 After we have recognized the ethical costs of our path and 
situated them in a larger historical, po liti cal, and socioeconomic 
context, we must determine through reflection what goods we are 
willing and unwilling to sacrifice. This pro cess of determination 
is the next step in the development of an ethical narrative. The 
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striver who is torn between wanting to fulfill familial obligations 
and remain close to his or her home community while also feeling 
driven to change in ways that would make it easier to succeed in 
his or her chosen path  faces a conflict. Being buffeted between 
 these two pressures can leave strivers unmoored, unsure of who 
they are. To respond to the conflict reflectively, strivers must rec-
ognize what is central and impor tant to them. If being a dutiful 
child and a good college student  really  matter to them, they have 
to determine how much they are willing to sacrifice when  these 
domains of life come into competition.

 Every college student has to negotiate a changing identity while 
at college. Education, by its nature, changes us in profound ways. 
But the transformation of a well- off student with college- educated 
parents need not involve a radical refashioning of the self that puts 
the student in conflict with his or her  family or community. Though 
such a student might change in ways that are dramatic, and some do 
end up in conflict with their  family or community, this transforma-
tion is generally not a response to a tension that is inherent in the 
distance between his or her home community and the college com-
munity. For many strivers, responding to  these competing pres-
sures on their identity is a central part of the college experience.

As part of constructing an ethical narrative, strivers must con-
sider questions such as: How much of what  matters to me am I 
willing to sacrifice in order to succeed? To what extent am I pre-
pared to change? How  will I resist the pressure to change in ways 
that are in tension with  these  things that  matter to me? What do I 
need to do to maintain my relationships with  those I care about? 
Reflecting on  these questions is a difficult and highly personal 
undertaking. The pro cess is not static. At diff er ent points in time, 
the  things that  matter most to strivers might change. Their existing 
relationships may evolve, they may develop new relationships and 
interests, or they may start to feel more comfortable in their new 
community in ways that  will change their sense of who they are.

 Here I think we can also learn a lot from the immigrant narra-
tive, which is upfront not only about the potential ethical costs and 
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trade- offs inherent to the immigrant’s journey, but also about the 
threats to one’s identity that often accompany  these costs. Many 
immigrants feel torn between two communities to which they feel 
equally connected. My grand mother immigrated to the capital as 
a young  woman and has lived  there ever since, but even though 
de cades passed before she went back to visit the mountain town 
of her birth, she still considers herself Arequipeña. Though it is 
Lima she misses when she goes abroad, she still worries herself 
sick over what is happening to nieces back in Arequipa whom she 
has barely seen. This extended  family still calls her frequently, over 
60 years  after she left, and makes constant requests for financial 
and emotional support. Her  daughters, my  mother and my aunt, 
cannot quite understand why, even in her old age, she insists on 
dutifully sending clothes and money back to her extended  family. 
She rebuffs the suggestion that this burden is too much for an old 
lady like her. Her  family in Arequipa is impor tant to her, of course, 
but  these gifts and calls are also how she stays connected to where 
she came from and to an identity she still holds dear.

Many immigrants understand that moving to a new country 
potentially threatens their connection to the places from which 
they hail, and that the loss of this connection might change them. 
Strivers who are aware that upward mobility poses a similar threat 
are better able to navigate the potential effect on their values and 
identity in a reflective and thoughtful way.

RESISTING COMPLICITY

Recognizing the ethical costs at stake in upward mobility and 
situating them in the context of social and economic structures 
requires that the striver critically evaluate his or her own position 
in society. This reflective pro cess explic itly positions seemingly 
personal choices within a much broader social perspective, form-
ing the groundwork for the next step in the construction of an 
ethical narrative. It is at this point that strivers must acknowledge 
that upward mobility puts them in an ethically fraught position. 
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As they rise to positions of greater power, it is easy to become 
complicit in the socioeconomic structures that broadly make it 
difficult for strivers to succeed. And if, like many strivers, they 
want to reform  these structures and erode the obstacles that striv-
ers face, they must think very carefully about how to do so. They 
must reflect on the ways in which they are implicated in  those 
social structures without losing their hard- won position. This must 
be understood as an evolving and iterative pro cess of reflection, 
a long- term undertaking that requires continuous adjustment 
and reconsideration as the striver advances through college and 
beyond. An ethical narrative should help the striver think not only 
about the challenges and sacrifices that  will have to be made on 
the path of upward mobility, but also about the potential impact 
he or she can have at vari ous points along that path.

As a first- generation college student, it can be hard to see your-
self as having the agency and power to change social structures, 
making the construction of an ethical narrative all the more impor-
tant. One of the most enjoyable classes I occasionally teach is a 
small first- year seminar that is meant to be a writing- intensive 
introduction to college that helps foster small cohorts of students 
who are new to CCNY.  These students are encouraged to take 
other classes with each other with the hope that they  will develop 
bonds within their smaller group and form learning communities. 
Evidence suggests that such groups increase college retention.15 
This course is also an opportunity for students to work closely 
with a college professor, and we are encouraged to talk to students 
about strategies for college success. Sometimes when I teach this 
class, I  will recruit one of my previous students, now a sophomore 
or ju nior, to speak to the class about how to make it through col-
lege.  After only an additional year or two at CCNY,  these students 
are already in a position to help other strivers. And as students 
move through college and into the professional world,  there are 
ever more ways they can do their part to make the world a more 

15. See Tinto, “Taking Retention Seriously.”
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just place. My work, this book, was born out of that desire. My 
power is  limited, but it is not non ex is tent. And this is the realiza-
tion that the ethical narrative spurs.

In this regard, the immigrant narrative is perhaps more  limited 
than we would ideally like it to be. While it does urge the immigrant 
striver to think about the responsibility that comes with succeed-
ing, this obligation is often narrowly focused on  family and per-
haps compatriots, rather than on changing social and economic 
structures that lead to the global inequalities that spur immigration 
in the first place. Many immigrants go abroad to seek economic 
opportunities so that they can provide financial support to  those 
who stay  behind, and the money that immigrants remit is often a 
vital boost to the livelihood of the developing world.16 But  these 
financial flows fail to significantly reform the structural  factors 
involved in creating and maintaining global in equality. Conse-
quently, though the scale of remittances can be seen as a sign of 
how seriously immigrants treat the obligations that stem from their 
success, from a broader perspective  these transfers are insufficient.

Some of the most popu lar con temporary stories of upward 
mobility in the United States do better on this score than the immi-
grant narrative. Barack Obama and Sonia Sotomayor are quite clear 
in their memoirs that their path was deeply  shaped by a desire to 
go into public ser vice. But, as I argue in chapter 4,  there are many 
ways to challenge the unjust social structures that shape our lives. 
 Doing so requires ongoing reflection on some of the following 
questions: What challenges does my community, and do I as part 
of that community, experience in striving for a better life? How 
might I best use the skills and knowledge I have gained to make 
our society more just and mitigate some of  those challenges for 
 others who  were also born into disadvantage? In what ways do I 
unwittingly reinforce  those social structures that I think are unjust 
or unfair? To answer  these questions, strivers (and the rest of us) 
must think more deeply about the features that would define a 

16. United Nations, “Sharp Increase in Money.”
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more just society. This ongoing pro cess of reflection is demanding, 
but I think it is crucial if we are to move beyond the individualistic 
assumptions under lying the traditional story of upward mobility.

Constructing an Ethical Narrative Together

In this book I have argued that we need a new narrative of upward 
mobility. I have discussed the ele ments of  these narratives and 
their importance. But how and where are  these narratives con-
structed? I believe that we construct such narratives by engaging 
in the kind of reflection prompted by listening to each other’s sto-
ries. As strivers and first- generation college students, we need to 
hear the honest, painful, and often- messy stories of the paths taken 
by  others like us. We need to recognize the possibility embedded 
in our own stories in the stories of  others. This recognition can 
prompt us to take on the work of crafting narratives of our own.

As I have stressed throughout this chapter, the construction of 
an ethical narrative is a reflective, ongoing, and highly personal 
pro cess, something that each striver must do on his or her own. But 
 there is much that educational institutions, particularly colleges 
and universities, can do to facilitate the development of  these nar-
ratives. It is beyond the scope of this book to suggest a curriculum 
or provide pedagogical instructions about how to do so. However, I 
do want to highlight two points that I think all of us who care about 
strivers and their success in higher education must keep in mind.

First, we should note that one of the best ways for strivers to 
understand the true costs of upward mobility is to learn from 
 others who have experienced  these costs firsthand. Experience 
is a power ful teacher. As a result, educational institutions should 
seek out more first- generation college gradu ates to serve as profes-
sors, gradu ate students, and administrators.17 At the same time, it 

17. Lisa Delpit, a leading theorist of education, has argued that we need more 
teachers of color in K–12 education precisely  because  those teachers have cultural and 
experiential knowledge that is impor tant to teaching. See her Other  People’s  Children. 
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is critical that  these institutions foster cultures that enable  these 
first- generation gradu ates to share their stories. This  doesn’t mean 
that professors need to bare their lives to their students or that 
classrooms should be places where  people merely sit around and 
share life experiences (though this is a frequent mischaracteriza-
tion of what “culturally congruent” or “diverse” education looks 
like). But it does require that professors know how to create an 
inclusive classroom environment.

When my students find out that I’m also a first- generation 
college student, I can see them relax a  little bit and open up in 
the classroom. This  matters to their educational experience. Let 
me offer one recent example. A colleague of mine was concerned 
about one of her students; he was very quiet and hardly said any-
thing during classroom discussions but had written an excep-
tional paper that she worried he had plagiarized. My colleague 
is a very good teacher, one who  wouldn’t jump to such a seri-
ous conclusion hastily. But she had seen nothing to suggest that 
this student was capable of writing such a paper. Fortunately, the 
paper had not been plagiarized, and I was able to offer her some 
background information that led her to see the student in a new 
light. He was one of the few  people in his largely Latino Bronx 
neighborhood who was attending college. A shy student, we had 
nevertheless talked  after class a few times, and he had shown me 
some curriculum work he had done for a tutoring program he 
was involved in. He was smart, thoughtful, and  really engaged 
with the course material, but he was also ner vous and, like many 
of our students, preoccupied with demands from his life outside 
of school. I  can’t be certain, of course, that this student, a Latino, 
felt comfortable sharing  those aspects of his life with me  because 
I am a first- generation Latina, but I would be surprised if that 
 hadn’t been a  factor.

I’m suggesting that this is also an impor tant point to bear in mind when thinking about 
higher education.
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This brings us to my second point. We must pay attention to 
how we foster communities to which first- generation college 
students can feel connected, both in and out of the university 
classroom. This is not as easy or as automatic as it sounds. It is 
not enough to admit and hire a number of  people whose parents 
 didn’t go to college. Take my institution, CCNY, as an example. 
In many ways, we do a fantastic job at providing an environment 
in which first- generation college students flourish. Raj Chetty’s 
groundbreaking research on upward mobility shows that schools 
like CCNY do a much better job at moving students up the socio-
economic ladder than the Ivy League schools, Stanford, Duke, 
and many other much wealthier educational institutions.18 Some 
of this is simply numbers. We admit many more students from 
the lowest socioeconomic echelon than  these other schools do. 
In 2015, 42  percent of the students that CUNY enrolled  were first- 
generation college students; 38.5  percent  were students whose 
families made less than $20,000 a year.19 But it is equally impor tant 
that  those students feel that CUNY is a place for students like them. 
At City College’s 2018 commencement, valedictorian Yasmine 
El Gheur, a first- generation college student and first- generation 
American, talked about the relief she felt upon arriving at CCNY 
 after experiencing racism and ostracization for her Muslim back-
ground in upstate New York. El Gheur described how “it was not 
 until I started school at my beloved City College, an institution 
that was formerly known as the Harvard of the poor, that I realized 
how much I had suppressed my identity, my heritage, to cope with 
my difference. . . .  When I came to CCNY I felt like a weight had 
been lifted. For the first time in a long time I was surrounded by 
 people who resembled me and who wanted to know the real me.”20 
We  don’t fully understand the mechanisms by which schools like 
CCNY enable upward mobility, but the sentiment captured by El 

18. Chetty et al., “Mobility Report Cards.”
19. City University of New York, “Profile of Undergraduates.”
20. El Gheur, “Commencement Address.”
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Gheur is surely a  factor. Strivers look around and see a school that 
is meant to be for them.

Despite  these successes,  there are many ways in which my 
institution could do better. I hear from students who have a hard 
time finding a community at CCNY. More often than not,  these 
students live at home. They travel from the far reaches of the five 
boroughs of New York City, often via multiple trains or buses, to 
get to campus. And once they arrive, they are thrust into crowded 
classrooms, sometimes led by poorly paid adjunct professors who 
are overwhelmed by the demands of teaching four or five courses 
just to get by. They sit and try to get as much as they can out of their 
lectures before they rush to another class and then back home or 
to work. I am fortunate that I still have the opportunity to teach 
smaller classes in which I can try my best to foster an inclusive 
community. I  don’t always succeed, but when I do, students learn 
as much or more from each other’s diverse experiences as they do 
from me. I recently taught a class on philosophy of race in which 
I happened to have a handful of students from the Bronx who 
understood educational segregation, police brutality, and many 
of the other topics we covered in a visceral way.  These students 
 were brave and comfortable enough in our classroom to share 
their experiences, sometimes with tears in their eyes.  After the 
class ended, many students told me how incredibly meaningful 
and impactful they had found the stories of their peers and how 
much reflection hearing  those stories had prompted about their 
own lives.

Moments like this can feel magical, but  there is no mystery 
in how they come about. The class I taught was small, around 23 
students. I have dedicated myself to becoming a better teacher 
by learning more about pedagogy, even when at times it has con-
flicted with the demands of my research. I have been supported in 
my work by a generous salary and vari ous grants that have enabled 
me to reduce my teaching load to a manageable amount. I am a 
 woman of color and a first- generation college gradu ate. All edu-
cational institutions can invest in making this kind of experience 
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a real ity for more students by supporting smaller classes, by valu-
ing teaching as much as research, by giving faculty a manageable 
course load, and by prioritizing inclusivity as part of their hiring 
criteria.

Between Hope and Hopelessness

The absence of discussion about the true costs of upward mobility 
forms the heart of the prob lem that confronts strivers. This silence 
is unsurprising. The vast majority of professors and administrators 
at CCNY and institutions like it are not themselves first- generation 
college gradu ates and thus have not experienced the par tic u lar 
challenges faced by the strivers for whom they are responsible. 
Some professors and administrators might simply be unaware of 
the full extent of the costs that strivers bear on the path of upward 
mobility.  Others, I believe, have some sense of the magnitude of 
 these costs but worry that they  will seem condescending or pre-
sumptuous speaking about challenges with which they have  little 
personal experience.

Another reason for our silence is even more basic and even 
less acknowledged: fear. We as educators are concerned that if 
students fully comprehend the extent of the challenges that they 
are taking on, many  will be deterred from trying. This fear is prob-
ably warranted. My focus in this book has been on  those students 
who succeed in overcoming  these challenges, but they make up a 
small percentage of the students who are striving to get a college 
degree. Many more drop out at vari ous points along that path. I 
suspect that many of  these students do so  because they encounter 
the challenges we have been discussing in this book and make 
diff er ent choices than  those made by the strivers from whom we 
have heard. My conjecture is that if the path upward requires you 
to distance yourself from  those aspects of your life that you find 
valuable in exchange for a very uncertain chance of “success,” and 
if you come to see that  these sacrifices are unfairly leveled on you 
 because of an unjust and unequal distribution of opportunities and 
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resources, it is not unreasonable to decide that you  don’t want to 
embark or continue on that path. Though I think that educators 
and parents should still aim to give students the best argument 
available in  favor of college, the success of a student’s path should 
not depend on hiding the truth from him or her.

The traditional story of upward mobility is an uplifting one. 
One cannot help but be inspired by Justice Sonia Sotomayor’s 
journey from the Bronx through Prince ton and Yale Law all the 
way to the Supreme Court.21 If a Latina girl with diabetes raised 
by her widowed  mother can make it by dint of hard work, maybe 
you can too. We prefer to focus on a story like hers, rather than 
that of her cousin Nelson, whom she describes as brighter than 
her, but who— while Sotomayor was prosecuting cases as a young 
 lawyer— died from HIV  after years of drug addiction. Sotomayor 
writes: “If I try to understand in my heart how it could happen that 
two  children so closely matched could meet such diff er ent fates, 
I enter a subterranean world of nightmares— the sudden panic 
when Nelson’s hand slips from mine in the press of the crowd, 
the monster I evade but he cannot.”22 The contrast in their fates 
is painful for Justice Sotomayor. And yet his story only makes it 
to us  because we are drawn to hers— the story that offers hope 
and encourages us to think that our goals are within our reach if 
we work hard.

In her memoir, Justice Sotomayor is careful to note all of the 
 people who helped her on her path and all of the sacrifices she had 
to make, including her marriage, in the ser vice of her  career. But 
we need not look at statistics to know that Justice Sotomayor’s 
trajectory is exceptional. Most  children who grow up like her  will 
not end up climbing the ladder of opportunity nearly as far; many 
 won’t climb at all. We worry that this kind of honesty  will lead to 
hopelessness— that if a high school kid from the Bronx recognizes 
that his fate is much more likely to be like Nelson’s than Justice 

21. Sotomayor, My Beloved World.
22. Sotomayor, My Beloved World, 253.
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Sotomayor’s, he  will become dejected, cynical, and hopeless. That 
risk is real, but we cannot let it color our decisions. We cannot 
make hope the  enemy of truth.

A beautiful example of this fine line between honesty and 
hopelessness is offered by Ta- Nehisi Coates’s Between the World 
and Me. Written as a letter to his son, Coates’s book  doesn’t pull 
any punches. He paints a historically rich, personal, and brutally 
honest portrait of the ways in which racism permeates the lives 
of all Americans. It is also a loving portrayal of the African Ameri-
can community in which Coates grew up. Yet the book was vehe-
mently criticized, as much of Coates’s work is, for articulating a 
vision of Amer i ca that is bleak and hopeless. Melvin Rogers, in 
a power ful essay in the Boston Review, writes that the prob lem 
with Coates’s work is that it portrays “the aspiration to defend a 
more exalted vision of this country’s ethical and po liti cal life . . .  
as the hallmark of being asleep, dreaming in religious illusions. To 
be alive to an unvarnished real ity, to be woke, is to recognize that 
no such country is pos si ble.”23 The prob lem that many see at the 
heart of Coates’s work is its fatalistic vision of Amer i ca— one in 
which the legacy of racism determines the par ameters of what is 
pos si ble. Coates’s response to this kind of criticism is that “a writer 
wedded to ‘hope’ is ultimately divorced from the ‘truth.’ ”24 But 
 here Coates falls prey to the same prob lem that the peddlers of 
the story of upward mobility do— thinking that to have hope, one 
must turn a blind eye to the truth.

I have argued that we need to construct ethical narratives that 
are honest about the ethical costs of upward mobility, the neces-
sity of trade- offs, the structural conditions that lead to  those trade- 
offs, and how we can contribute to making  things better once we 
have achieved a mea sure of success. Such narratives, I believe, are 
more honest than our typical narrative of upward mobility. This 
 doesn’t mean that they are less hopeful. To hope is not to believe 

23. Rogers, “Keeping the Faith.”
24. Coates, “Hope and the Historian.”
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against the evidence, but rather to see in what is before us the 
possibility for a better  future.

For example, the fact that childcare is expensive and difficult to 
procure in this country means that some strivers find themselves 
having to choose between providing childcare for their families and 
graduating on time. A hopeless response to this situation would 
be to decide that such a striver  will ultimately fail to gradu ate and 
therefore might as well not try. A delusionally optimistic response 
would be to encourage this striver to go to college and work hard 
to achieve her goals without acknowledging what she might be 
giving up by choosing that path. The ethical narrative, by contrast, 
points to a  middle road: it helps the striver to acknowledge the 
potential ethical costs of  going to college— how her relationship 
with her  family might be impacted by the decisions she  will have 
to make in order to succeed in that path— but also the potential 
gains— a college degree  will enable her to access opportunities that 
are likely other wise unavailable to her  family. The ethical narrative 
also requires that she understand the ways in which a lack of access 
to quality childcare plays a role in the challenges she  faces and how 
 others who are born into more fortunate circumstances are not 
subject to the same challenges. This broadens her perspective. She 
can now consider the role she could play in bringing more quality 
childcare to  people growing up in communities like hers once she 
has attained a mea sure of socioeconomic success. This contribution 
might be as  simple as voting for candidates who make this one of 
their policy priorities, or it might involve a much more profound 
grassroots engagement with this issue. It is  here that she can find 
hope not just for herself, but for  others like her. Hope becomes 
more than an empty promise; it is born from an honest assessment 
of the challenges she  faces and the sacrifices she  will have to make. 
From the reflection at the heart of the ethical narrative, the striver 
can see her life more clearly. And from that clarity is born a more 
honest version of a hopeful narrative.

I am not suggesting that a clear- eyed ethical narrative  will elim-
inate the feelings of conflict and strug gle that strivers are liable to 
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experience on the path of upward mobility, though some might 
take comfort from the clarity they have gained. Nor am I suggest-
ing that this narrative  will minimize the ethical costs strivers face, 
though it might help some thread the delicate needle between 
their two worlds. Nor am I suggesting that such a narrative would 
dramatically alter a striver’s situation, though it may encourage 
strivers to act in ways that play a role in making our society more 
just in the long run. The reason to embrace a clear- eyed ethical 
narrative is  simple—it is more honest. It is more truthful in its rec-
ognition that in the path of upward mobility  there is the potential 
for loss, that what might be lost is genuinely valuable, and that the 
responsibility for that loss extends far beyond individual students, 
their families, or their communities.
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Conclusion
MINIMIZING AND MITIGATING  

ETHICAL COSTS

I have argued that in an unequal, socioeco nom ically segregated 
society like our own, strivers, as they travel the path of upward 
mobility, incur significant ethical costs for themselves, their fami-
lies, and their communities.  Those who grow up in communities in 
which disadvantages are concentrated must often seek opportuni-
ties for advancement elsewhere. If they succeed, their success in all 
likelihood  will take them far from their families and communities. 
This distance  will not just be literal. Strivers, in order to succeed, 
 will have to prioritize their own path over impor tant relationships, 
over obligations to their  family, and over maintaining their ties to 
their community. In so  doing, they risk sacrificing impor tant and 
meaningful aspects of their lives and identities.

The story of the striver that I have been weaving throughout 
this book is an extreme version of the experience of upward mobil-
ity. Though we have met many real strivers whose stories bear 
some resemblance to this archetype, each striver has a unique 
experience of this phenomenon. Some are fortunate to incur 
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fewer of the ethical costs we have discussed.  Others return to their 
communities as teachers or social workers, or to start a business. 
Still  others grow up not surrounded by poverty, but in middle- 
class communities. Furthermore, some middle- class and upper- 
middle- class students might end up relating to the striver’s expe-
rience  because of their own par tic u lar socioeconomic or  family 
circumstances. A middle- class student whose  family is thrown 
into financial chaos  because of a medical emergency might end 
up struggling in many of the ways we have discussed. But it is 
strivers who are more likely to experience the tension between 
upward mobility and their ties to their families and communities 
as a result of the structural  factors that disadvantage them. By 
relying on a stylized version of the striver’s story, I have sought to 
bring the ethical aspect of the experience of upward mobility into 
sharp relief. But my hope is that each striver can find something 
in  these pages that  will help him or her more deeply understand 
his or her own unique experience of upward mobility.

It is also impor tant that  those who play critical roles in higher 
education— professors, administrators, and policymakers— recognize 
the ethical costs that students are bearing in order to improve their 
lives through education.  Doing so deepens our dialogue about the 
many challenges currently facing the higher education sector. In this 
final chapter, I turn to considering how reflecting on ethical costs 
can enrich the perspectives of  those who are charged with mak-
ing policy decisions that affect the lives of strivers,  whether  these 
policies concern the broad shape of the higher education sector as 
a  whole or specific exchanges happening within the classroom. In 
par tic u lar, I consider how a concern for minimizing and mitigating 
ethical costs might lead us to reconsider impor tant issues in higher 
education. In the course of the discussion, I  will touch on several 
examples— course requirements, classroom pedagogy, undermatch-
ing, and online education— that are topics of intense debate. While 
I am unable to give each of  these discussions its full due  here, I seek 
to show how taking the ethical perspective discussed in this book 
can fruitfully complicate  those conversations.
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Before we proceed, it is impor tant to remember a point that 
I have made a number of times throughout this book. The higher 
education sector is very diverse, including technical schools, com-
munity colleges, for- profit professional schools, and Ivy League 
universities, among other institutions. I have focused in this book 
on strivers who have enrolled in a more “traditional” four- year 
college, but even  here we find a huge variety. A university like 
mine that enrolls many minority and first- generation students is 
vastly diff er ent than an Ivy League university that enrolls a more 
privileged and Whiter student body and has the resources to 
spend more than twice as much on  those students’ education.1 
As I have stressed repeatedly, the ethical challenges students face 
differ depending on their own individual circumstances, but also 
depending on the institution in which they have enrolled. Conse-
quently, even though in what follows I rely on some fairly broad 
claims, we must remain aware that the contours of each of  these 
issues depend on the par tic u lar institution within which they play 
out.

Minimizing Ethical Costs

Many of the ethical costs that strivers experience would be mini-
mized by changing the structural conditions that are largely 
responsible for them, but this rather obvious claim  doesn’t tell us 
much about what each of us as individuals can do. The reduction 
of poverty; the creation of a robust safety net that includes health-
care, daycare, and eldercare; and socioeconomic and racial inte-
gration of neighborhoods and schools are but a few of the rather 
massive structural changes that would be necessary to eliminate 
the challenges we have seen strivers confront throughout this 
book. This is not to say that in this utopian version of our society 
 people  wouldn’t encounter ethical challenges and have to make 
difficult choices, but such choices would rarely involve choosing 

1. Desrochers and Wellman, “Trends in College Spending 1998–2008.”



their own individual flourishing at the expense of their communi-
ties’ and families’ wellbeing. In chapter 4, I argue that strivers have 
a special role to play in bringing about  these structural changes. All 
of us, strivers and nonstrivers alike, can work  toward transforming 
social structures in ways that minimize and equalize ethical costs. 
But  those of us who work in higher education also have a special 
role to play in minimizing the ethical costs students bear even as 
 these broader social structures remain frustratingly resistant to 
change.

Consider a recurring but seemingly banal feature of faculty 
and student life— course requirements.  Every few years, faculty 
meet to discuss course requirements for majors or for their col-
lege as a  whole. And  every semester, students strug gle to figure 
out how to fulfill  these requirements. Course requirements serve 
a purpose— they make sure that students have a requisite baseline 
of knowledge and allow faculty members to teach more advanced 
courses that build on that knowledge base. But  every requirement 
is potentially a hurdle to students’ finishing their degrees on time 
and, depending on how frequently and at what times we offer a 
par tic u lar required course, can come into conflict with students’ 
commitments to their families and communities.

My department had this conversation very recently. Some 
members of our faculty insisted that students should be required 
to take a certain number of core history courses. The prob lem is 
that  these courses are only offered  every other semester and, since 
they are usually taught by tenured faculty who are not inclined to 
want to teach over the weekend or at night, are taught during the 
day. This means that a student trying to finish a philosophy degree 
confronts a fairly inflexible set of requirements that might take him 
or her a long time to complete if he or she has to worry about a job, 
childcare, or a long commute home. Many of our students are in 
this situation. Of course,  there  were persuasive arguments in  favor 
of the requirements as well. We want to ensure that a major from 
our department has some knowledge of a core of philosophical 
classics— Plato, Kant, and so on. But at what cost to the student?
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Our department ultimately de cided to cut one of the history 
requirements and offer students more flexibility, precisely  because 
our chair brought up concerns about the costs we  were imposing 
on our students. As a compromise, we de cided that all se nior fac-
ulty would try to include some of  those historical classics in our 
regular upper- level courses. Our decision was motivated by aware-
ness of the ethical costs that an additional set of rigid requirements 
would exact on our students. Of course, we are also  limited in how 
much we can accommodate students’ needs. Very few of us offer 
eve ning and weekend courses, though we do offer some, and not 
all of us can teach the required history course, so we cannot offer it 
as frequently as we would like. But considering the potential costs 
to impor tant aspects of our students’ lives allowed us to think more 
carefully about ways we might minimize  those ethical costs for our 
students without seriously compromising their education. I  don’t 
mean to suggest that weighing the diff er ent  factors at play in such 
a situation is easy or straightforward; rather, I aim to highlight that 
broadening the scope of the discussion allowed us to engage in a 
more thoughtful accounting of what was at stake in our decision.

The need for a broader conversation is true not only at the 
level of internal faculty debate, but also at the level of policy. For 
example, consider the recent discussion of undermatching— the 
phenomenon in which high- achieving, low- income students 
fail to apply to elite colleges and universities for which they are 
academically qualified despite the fact that they would get sub-
stantial financial aid from such schools. In fact, first- generation 
college students who attend well- funded private universities end 
up paying less for college and enjoying higher graduation rates 
than  those who attend their local state school or community col-
lege.2 Furthermore, the Ivy Leagues, Stanford, Notre Dame, and 
other universities with large endowments can offer students an 
incredible array of resources— counselors, writing centers, deans 
of student life, and so on— not to mention generous financial aid 

2. Bowen et al., “Interactive Learning Online.”



packages that can make the lives of strivers so much more man-
ageable. Despite this, many low- income students do not apply to 
college at all, or if they do, they apply to institutions for which they 
are overqualified, often local community colleges or state schools.

Caroline Hoxby and Christopher Avery have done impor tant 
work trying to better understand undermatching.3 Certainly, as 
Hoxby and Avery argue, many students undermatch  because they 
are not well informed about the college application pro cess or the 
generous financial aid packages that are available at highly selec-
tive universities. Hoxby and Avery find that this is particularly 
true in parts of the country where such students might be iso-
lated from other high- achieving students who are college bound or 
from mentors who have gone to selective institutions. But many of 
 these students might not be applying  because they want to remain 
close to  family. Hoxby and Avery admit as much, but this passing 
consideration is not seriously explored in their research. Yet, as I 
have argued in this book, staying close to home is an impor tant 
consideration for  those strivers who are seeking to minimize the 
ethical costs that they  will incur by seeking higher education. If 
we narrowly focus on the financial costs of this decision, we end 
up with a distorted picture of a striver’s situation. When we also 
take the ethical costs into account, the decision- making of such 
students starts to seem less irrational or ill- informed.

Much of the lit er a ture on undermatching focuses on the phe-
nomenon as a prob lem that needs to be fixed.4 Hoxby, along with 
Sarah Turner, designed a very effective intervention that increased 
the number of high- achieving, low- income students who applied 
to college.5 But again,  little consideration has been paid in such 
studies to the ethical costs of this choice, not only for students, 
but for their communities. Of course, I do not mean to argue that 
we  shouldn’t engage in such interventions if they enable students 

3. Hoxby and Avery, “Missing ‘One- Offs.’ ”
4. For a thoughtful philosophical critique of this assumption, see Tiboris, “What’s 

Wrong with Undermatching?”
5. Hoxby and Turner, “Expanding College Opportunities.”
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to go to institutions that  will offer them more financial aid and 
increase their chances of graduation. But considering the ethical 
costs involved in  going away to college might lead us to think about 
ways that we can help students minimize  those costs. For exam-
ple, some schools make trips back home a part of the financial 
aid package they offer low- income students. If we think through 
the issue of undermatching while keeping such  factors in mind, 
we might arrive at other creative ways to minimize  those often- 
overlooked ethical costs.

Mitigating Ethical Costs

Without reforming the social structures that are largely responsible 
for the disproportionate concentration of ethical costs on strivers, 
the extent to which we can minimize such costs is  limited, but  there 
is much we can do within the higher education sector to mitigate 
them. As I argue in chapter 1, the ethical costs in question cannot 
simply be redressed or offset by the financial or educational gains 
of a college education. For example, the community that an immi-
grant loses when he or she leaves home is not replaced by the new 
community that might be found in his or her new home. But finding 
this new community does go some way  toward mitigating that loss. 
This is  because gaining a community enriches the immigrant’s life 
in a similar dimension to that in which the prior loss was incurred. 
An immigrant who has gained financially from immigrating but 
 faces hostility in finding a community in his or her new home  will 
have incurred a loss in his or her life that is unmitigated despite the 
financial gain. Mitigating ethical costs involves enriching students’ 
lives in some of the dimensions in which they have been negatively 
impacted by the path of upward mobility. Colleges and universities 
can do  little to mitigate the pos si ble loss a striver might confront 
in his or her familial relationships, but they can offer a striver the 
opportunity to enter new communities and form new relationships.

Yet this is not as easy as it might seem. In the popu lar imagi-
nation, college is a time in students’ lives when they easily enter 



into new friendships and relationships, but the real ity is diff er-
ent for students from marginalized communities.6 One reason is 
that many low- income students do not attend residential colleges, 
instead commuting to campus and perhaps living with  family to 
reduce costs.7 This limits the opportunities such students have to 
spontaneously interact with other students and faculty outside of 
the classroom. A second reason is that many strivers find college a 
difficult place to navigate, both culturally and socially. Remember 
Todd from chapter 1, who found it hard to make friends in college 
 because he felt diff er ent from the other students  there. His experi-
ence echoes what considerable research on first- generation and 
low- income students has established:  these students tend to face 
greater challenges in making friends, connecting with professors, 
and finding a community on campus. As I illustrate in chapter 2, 
students who come from marginalized communities are more 
likely to encounter a cultural mismatch between the culture in 
which they grew up and the cultural frameworks that dominate 
colleges and universities.

 These barriers to community mean that administrators and 
professors have to be more deliberate in taking steps to enable 
strivers to find  those connections on campus. Consider, for exam-
ple, what happens in the classroom. The standard college lecture 
in which a professor talks and 100 or so students sit and dutifully 
listen is not conducive to students developing relationships with 
each other. But professors have a lot of control not only over how 
they teach but also over how frequently and in what ways stu-
dents interact with each other in their classroom. Thinking about 
mitigating the ethical costs strivers incur offers an opportunity for 
professors to rethink the classroom environment that they create. 
This is not to say that professors should think of the classroom as 
a place for students to socialize, but requiring students to engage 
in group proj ects, encouraging them to work on a prob lem set 

6. I develop this argument more fully in Morton, “Mitigating Ethical Costs.”
7. Sallie Mae and Ipsos Public Affairs, How Amer i ca Pays for College 2017.

MINIMIZING ETHICAL COSTS 157



158 CONCLUSION

in pairs, or fostering a discussion- based class both is pedagogi-
cally effective and offers strivers more potential ave nues into new 
friendships and communities. Strivers are much more likely than 
other students to feel “out of place” on campus, but a professor 
who manages his or her classroom with sensitivity and encour-
ages student engagement can make it a place where strivers feel 
connected.

Finding the right balance between the vari ous costs and bene-
fits at stake for strivers is not always easy or straightforward. Take, 
for example, the case of online education. As we have seen, strivers 
facing serious ethical costs often need flexibility—to work, study, 
and invest the time they need in the relationships that  matter to 
them. The rise of online degrees at for- profit schools such as the 
University of Phoenix and the adoption by many state universi-
ties, including my own, of online courses can be seen as a way 
for the higher education sector to offer such accommodation and 
minimize ethical costs.8 This technology allows students to take 
courses from home whenever they are able to, freeing them up to 
spend time with their families or work. Such flexibility can also 
make it less burdensome for students to take required courses 
that might other wise be oversubscribed or tough to fit into their 
schedules.

Unfortunately, as I have argued in other work, the more classes 
students take online, the more likely they are to miss out on a cru-
cial part of the educational experience.9 As we saw in chapter 2, 
one of the obstacles that strivers encounter in college is their unfa-
miliarity or discomfort with the norms that often prevail on a col-
lege campus, norms that are largely  those of the college- educated 
 middle and upper- middle class. Strivers, especially  those who have 
grown up in communities in which disadvantage is concentrated, 
often discover a cultural gap at college that they need to learn to 

8.  There are vari ous useful surveys of the current state of online education. See 
Allen and Seaman, “Changing Course”; Clinefelter and Magda, Online Learning; 
Bowen et al., “Interactive Learning Online”; and Jordan, “Initial Trends.”

9. I develop this argument more fully in Morton, “Unequal Classrooms.”



overcome. Socializing and interacting with middle- class profes-
sors, students, and administrators enables students to become 
 adept at navigating the cultural frames that dominate not only 
the college campus, but also, crucially, the professional world. In 
so  doing they learn how to join communities that are very diff er ent 
from their own. Students who miss out on that experience by not 
being on campus miss out on an impor tant educational oppor-
tunity. Strivers, who have not grown up around  those cultural 
frames, are the most liable to lose out by attempting to complete 
most of their education online.

The concern is not just that students are missing out on becoming 
familiar with the norms of middle- class educational institutions and 
workplaces, but that they  will have fewer opportunities to develop 
the relationships that can go some way  toward mitigating the ethical 
costs they might bear. Some students might prefer to minimize the 
financial and ethical costs they are liable to bear, even if they miss 
out on finding new communities and friendships. For some strivers, 
this is the right choice. A working mom who needs a college degree 
to get a promotion might reasonably prefer an online degree that 
minimizes her financial burden and ethical costs over spending time 
commuting to campus in order to find a new community  there. But 
if we are thinking at the level of policy about online education as 
a way to increase upward mobility for low- income students, then 
we need to be careful about how we balance minimizing ethical 
costs and mitigating them and about how we communicate the true 
nature of  these costs and benefits to students.

Of course, some online classrooms do allow students to build 
relationships and develop new social and cultural skills. Prince ton 
University, for example, offers a series of online courses for low- 
income and first- generation first- year students who are unable to 
arrive on campus several weeks early for a series of classes and 
workshops designed specifically to help students like them pre-
pare for the sort of challenges we have been discussing  here.10 

10. See https:// access . princeton . edu / programs / fsi - 2 - u for more information.
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 These online classes have six to eight students per faculty member 
and an array of support staff. Students get to know their instructor 
and a handful of other students quite well and can use  those rela-
tionships as building blocks for creating a community on campus 
once they arrive. This is an extraordinary use of online education, 
but it is not a model that could be easily scaled up to lower costs or 
to serve much larger numbers of students, as would likely be nec-
essary at the kinds of institutions that most strivers are attending.

Online education can play a critical role in minimizing financial 
and ethical costs, but in many cases, this  will come at the expense 
of strivers developing impor tant cultural competencies, finding 
opportunities to build new relationships, and entering new com-
munities.  There is much more to be said  here, but suffice it to 
say that thinking about ethical costs can enrich our conversation 
about  whether online education can be a cost- effective vehicle in 
the journey  toward upward mobility.

Beyond Strivers

Though in this book we have focused on understanding the ethical 
costs of upward mobility, it’s impor tant to reiterate that  there are 
many gains that strivers and their families experience as a result 
of the striver’s success. In the best case, strivers who have gained 
a college education have enriched their lives in a number of ways. 
They have gained critical skills and knowledge, degrees that can 
open doors to in ter est ing and well- paying  careers, new relation-
ships, and new perspectives on the surrounding world. In many 
cases,  family members also benefit from a striver’s improved finan-
cial position, acquired knowledge and skills, and elevated social 
class. In some cases, communities also stand to gain. That striver 
might provide mentorship, serve as an example to  others in the 
community, or act as a connection to a diff er ent, more affluent 
community. And, of course, families and communities feel pride 
at seeing what one of theirs has accomplished. It is for all this that 
strivers sacrifice.



However, as I have repeatedly urged throughout this book, we 
must remember that ethical costs are borne not just by strivers, 
but by  those around them— parents, friends, and community. This 
is another way in which the discussion around higher education 
could be less myopic. We need to start talking about the costs of 
college for  those families and communities who send young  people 
to college. In the course of my research, I have spoken with many 
strivers, without whose willingness to share their experiences and 
insights I could never have completed this book. Yet the more 
I discover about the experiences of strivers, the more questions 
I am left with— not about the strivers, but about their parents, 
friends, and communities. I want to know: What costs, financial 
and ethical, are they bearing in sending a child off to college? How 
are they making sense of  these costs? What benefits do they see 
themselves as having received? What kind of ethical trade- offs are 
they making?  These are questions for  future research, but I hope 
that this book has also provoked you to ask them,  because just as 
the debate on higher education focuses too narrowly on financial 
costs, it also focuses too narrowly on the student as an individual.

Many see higher education as the way to enable  children to 
lead rich, flourishing adult lives. Parents, teachers, friends, and 
neighbors invest energy in the  children  under their care with this 
hope. But we must remember that individuals lead lives in com-
munity with  others. Much of the meaning in our lives is derived 
from our relationships with  those around us. Yet  because of the 
ways in which opportunity is distributed in this country,  those 
ties can become liabilities for individuals born into disadvantage, 
at odds with their own individual flourishing. Higher education 
should not be seen just as a benefit for the student who goes to 
college. It should also be understood as a way to enrich the lives of 
the student’s community as well. For disadvantaged communities, 
that promise too often remains unfulfilled.
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