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The Firm Handshake
Training Begins Early in the Body Language of
Privilege
Peter Francis Harvey
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Embodied cultural practices are
acquired under unequal cultural
and structural conditions. Classprivileged children unfairly
benefit from teachers and parents
who have greater familiarity with
dominant cultural norms and
the resources to embed them.
Privileged children’s bodies are
molded to garner advantages
from societal gatekeepers.

s social mobility stagnates and inequality rises, even the upper-middle-classes develop a “fear
of falling.” This draws attention to children, the resources they have, and the socialization they
receive. How is it that privileged children – particularly White, upper-middle-/middle-class children – end up reproducing their parents’ economic position so successfully? Much attention has rightly focused on structural inequalities that afford children of the wealthy many advantages. In addition, culture
scholars have highlighted how these children are taught skills and dispositions that are unfairly rewarded
by teachers. For instance, Calarco (2018) shows that middle-class children, taught a logic of entitlement
by their parents, demand and receive help from teachers at greater rates than their working-class peers,
who are taught to pursue more respectful teacher-student interactions.
And yet these examinations of classed cultural behaviors focus primarily on cognitive
knowledge (e.g., knowing it is beneficial to demand extra help from teachers). Less attention is paid to
embodied knowledge, that is, the techniques of the body which are learned by the middle-classes and
unfairly rewarded by gatekeepers (i.e., teachers, job interviewers).
Harvey (2022) examined the bodily socialization that children in two elementary schools
received, particularly the lessons that related to classed comportment. One school, dubbed “Truman
Academy,” was private and upper-middle-class. The other, “Brighton Elementary,” was public and workingclass. Both were racially diverse. And both used a common pedagogical program called Responsive
Classroom. This program, amongst other things, encouraged bodily practices traditionally associated with
the middle-classes, such as performing handshakes at daily Morning Meetings.
Over three years of conducting ethnographic observations and interviewing students,
teachers, and parents from the two schools, the research found substantial differences in the lessons
children received about comportment and, ultimately, the behaviors children absorbed and enacted.
At Truman, the private school composed of mostly upper-middle-class students and teachers, lessons
went above and beyond Responsive Classroom recommendations. Children were obliged, daily, to
perform and practice handshakes, eye contact, and public speaking. These skills were cultivated not only
during Morning Meetings, but throughout the day in teacher-student interactions. Parents approved
and supplemented these lessons, although less consistently. At the same time, less attention was paid
by Truman adults to more “respectful” bodily skills, such as sitting still, not interrupting, and raising
one’s hand before speaking. Truman students’ bodies gradually aligned with these expectations. Older
students would shake hands or deliver a speech with a seemingly inborn ease. They continued to struggle,
however, with bodily behaviors that were relatively neglected, such as sitting still and listening quietly to
others (including teachers).
In contrast, at Brighton, the public school composed primarily of students and teachers from
working-class backgrounds, Responsive Classroom recommendations were implemented only partially.
Morning Meetings occurred sporadically, and during them teachers focused on standing still and listening
rather than practicing handshakes and eye contact. Likewise, throughout the day, teachers devoted
considerable time to encouraging and refining children’s “respectful” behaviors. Brighton parents
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described similar priorities, wanting their children to be “good kids” that do as they are told; they did not
see eye contact and handshakes as essential skills. Thus, Brighton children’s bodies also came to align with
these lessons and expectations. Older students were significantly better than their Truman peers at sitting
still and listening, but less comfortable with formal greetings or presentations.
Why did the children have such different experiences? Structural and cultural factors appeared to
influence the socialization received. Truman had small teacher-student ratios, was staffed by teachers from
middle-class backgrounds who prioritized the learning of such middle-class bodily skills, and they taught
students already comfortably predisposed towards handshakes and eye contact by their parents. In contrast,
Brighton had higher teacher-student ratios, needed to devote time in the mornings to providing free school
breakfasts, was staffed by upwardly mobile teachers who felt that teaching respectful physical behavior was
more of a priority, and they taught children from working-class families for whom handshakes felt unfamiliar
and potentially embarrassing.
Of course, Brighton children readily made eye contact with their peers and could shake a hand
when necessary. But when obliged to do these behaviors (especially with adults), or to present in front
of class, they appeared uncomfortable and unpracticed. Brighton teachers, unlike their Truman peers,
implicitly taught eye contact etc. by offering it, but they did not explicitly demand it of students. This tells us
something about the nature of bodily socialization. Learning cognitive knowledge, like memorable facts, can
happen quickly through explicit lessons (e.g., being told or reading something a few times; Lizardo 2017).
But learning bodily knowledge requires extensive practice. Furthermore, for bodily skills that are subtle yet
highly scrutinized, such as handshakes, refining them is not always obvious and seems to require additional
explicit direction. The learning of embodied ease is not so easy.
This has important policy implications. One might say “Well, the Brighton teachers should
just adhere to the Responsive Classroom program more closely.” But there are both practical and macro
problems with that. Practically, because training bodies takes so much time and bodies can be judged so
minutely, substantial structural and cultural resources are required to have bodies meet middle-class cultural
standards. Transplanting bodily norms onto individuals is no quick thing. Even if we pursued this strategy
with working-class children, research shows that elites, followed by the middle-classes, would alter their
dominant behaviors so that they were newly out-of-reach of the working-classes (Bourdieu 1984; Elias 2000).
Macro-socially, encouraging all people to learn and practice cultural behaviors traditionally
associated with privileged groups is intensely problematic. It reaffirms the culture and position of the
privileged and marginalizes the culture of others. It makes social reproduction ever more likely.
This is not to say that some bodily practices should not be changed. For instance, the ways
police engage protestors, particularly Black protestors, is habitually violent. Retraining their default physical
methods of engagement through extensive implicit and explicit re-socialization would be valuable and
practically possible, given the extensive training that already occurs in police academies.
But returning to bodies, culture, and inequality, what can be done? Fundamentally, we need to
take better account of how cultural biases slip into our evaluations via bodies. There are many arenas in
which bodies are, somewhat unnecessarily, still present in pseudo-objective decision-making. Indeed, within
academia, much weight is put on how compelling somebody is during their in-person job talk, even though
their research will thereafter be primarily conveyed and assessed in writing. Overall, to better understand
and challenge inequality, we must be more attuned to the influence of embodied cultural performance.
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