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ANNALS, AAPSS, 501, January 1989

The Cost of Racial and Class
Exclusion in the Inner City

By LOIC J. D. WACQUANT and WILLIAM JULIUS WILSON

ABSTRACT: Discussions of inner-city social dislocations are often severed
from the struggles and structural changes in the larger society, economy, and
polity that in fact determine them, resulting in undue emphasis on the
individual attributes of ghetto residents and on the alleged grip of the
so-called culture of poverty. This article provides a different perspective by
drawing attention to the specific features of the proximate social structure in
which ghetto residents evolve and try to survive. This is done by contrasting
the class composition, welfare trajectories, economic and financial assets,
and social capital of blacks who live in Chicago’s ghetto neighborhoods with
those who reside in this city’s low-poverty areas. Our central argument is that
the interrelated set of phenomena captured by the term “underclass” is
primarily social-structural and that the inner city is experiencing a crisis
because the dramatic growth in joblessness and economic exclusion associated
with the ongoing spatial and industrial restructuring of American capitalism
has triggered a process of hyperghettoization.
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RACIAL AND CLASS EXCLUSION

FTER along eclipse, the ghetto has
made a stunning comeback into the
collective consciousness of America. Not
since the riots of the hot summers of

1966-68 have the black poor received so -

much attention in academic, activist, and
policymaking quarters alike.! Persistent
and rising poverty, especially among chil-
dren, mounting social disruptions, the
continuing degradation of public housing
and public schools, concern over the
eroding tax base of cities plagued by large
ghettos and by the dilemmas of gentrifi-
cation, the disillusions of liberals over
welfare have all combined to put the
black inner-city poor back in the spot-
light. Owing in large part to the pervasive
and ascendant influence of conservative
ideology in the United States, however,
recent discussions of the plight of ghetto
blacks have typically been cast in in-
dividualistic and moralistic terms. The
poor are presented as a mere aggregation
of personal cases, each with its own logic
and self-contained causes. Severed from
the struggles and structural changes in
the society, economy, and polity that in
fact determine them, inner-city dislo-
cations are then portrayed as a self-
imposed, self-sustaining phenomenon.

1. For instance, Sheldon H. Danziger and
Daniel H. Weinberg, eds., Fighting Poverty: What
Works and What Doesn’t (Cambridge, MA: Har-
vard University Press, 1986); William Kornblum,
“Lumping the Poor: What Is the Underclass?”
Dissent, Summer 1984, pp. 275-302; William Julius
Wilson, The Truly Disadvantaged: The Inner City,
the Underclass and Public Policy (Chicago: Uni-
versity of Chicago Press, 1987); Rose M. Brewer,
“Black Women in Poverty: Some Comments on

.Female-Headed Families,” Signs: Journal of Women

in Culture and Society, 13(2):331-39 (Winter 1988);
Fred R. Harris and Roger W. Wilkins, eds., Quiet
Riots: Race and Poverty in the United States (New
York: Pantheon, 1988). Martha A. Gephart and
Robert W. Pearson survey recent research in their
“Contemporary Research on the Urban Under-
class,” Items, 42(1-2):1-10 (June 1988).

This vision of poverty has found perhaps
its most vivid expression in the lurid
descriptions of ghetto residents that have
flourished in the pages of popular maga-
zines and on televised programs devoted
to the emerging underclass.2 Descriptions
and explanations of the current predica-
ment of inner-city blacks put the emphasis
on individual attributes and the alleged
grip of the so-called culture of poverty.
This article, in sharp contrast, draws
attention to the specific features of the
proximate social structure in which ghetto
residents evolve and strive, against formid-
able odds, to survive and, whenever they
can, escape its poverty and degradation.
We provide this different perspective by
profiling blacks who live in Chicago’s
inner city, contrasting the situation of
those who dwell in low-poverty areas
with residents of the city’s ghetto neighbor-
hoods. Beyond its sociographic focus, the
central argument running through this
article is that the interrelated set of
phenomena captured by the term “under-
class” is primarily social-structural and
that the ghetto is experiencing a “crisis”
not because a “welfare ethos” has mysteri-
ously taken over its residents but because
joblessness and economic exclusion, hav-
ing reached dramatic proportions, have
triggered a process of hyperghettoization.
Indeed, the urban black poor of today
differ both from their counterparts of
earlier years and from the white poor in
that they are becoming increasingly con-
centrated in dilapidated territorial en-
claves that epitomize acute social and
economic marginalization. In Chicago,
for instance, the proportion of all black
poor residing in extreme-poverty areas—

2. William Julius Wilson, “The American Un-
derclass: Inner-City Ghettos and the Norms of
Citizenship” (Godkin Lecture, John F. Kennedy
School of Government, Harvard University, Apr.
1988), offers a critical dissection of these accounts.
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that is, census tracts with a population at
least 40 percent of which comprises poor
persons—shot up from 24 percent to 47
percent between 1970 and 1980. By this
date, fully 38 percent of all poor blacks in
the 10 largest American cities lived in
extreme-poverty tracts, contrasted with
22 percent a decade before, and with only
6 percent of poor non-Hispanic whites.3

_ This growing social and spatial concen-
tration of poverty creates a formidable
and unprecedented set of obstacles for
ghetto blacks. As we shall see, the social
structure of today’s inner city has been
radically altered by the mass exodus of
jobs and working families and by the
rapid deterioration of housing, schools,
businesses, recreational facilities, and
other community organizations, further
exacerbated by government policies of
industrial and urban laissez-faire4 that
have channeled a disproportionate share
of federal, state, and municipal resources
to the more affluent. The economic and
social buffer provided by a stable black
working class and a visible, if small, black
middle class that cushioned the impact of
downswings in the economy and tied
ghetto residents to the world of work has
all but disappeared. Moreover, the social
networks of parents, friends, and associ-
ates, as well as the nexus of local institu-
tions, have seen their resources for eco-
nomic stability progressively depleted. In
sum, today’s ghetto residents face a closed
opportunity structure.

3. Adetailed analysis of changes in population,
poverty, and poverty concentration in these 10 cities
is presented in Loic J.D. Wacquant and William
Julius Wilson, “Poverty, Joblessness and the Social
Transformation of the Inner City,” in Reforming
Welfare Policy, ed. D. Ellwood and P. Cotting-
ham (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
forthcoming).

4. See Gregory D. Squires et al.,, Chicago:
Race, Class, and the Response to Urban Decline
(Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1987).

The purpose of this article is to begin
to highlight this specifically sociological
dimension of the changing reality of
ghetto poverty by focusing on Chicago’s
inner city. Using data from a multistage,
random sample of black residents of
Chicago’s poor communities,> we show
that ghetto dwellers do face specific ob-
stacles owing to the characteristics of the
social structure they compose. We begin,
by way of background, by sketching the
accelerating degradation of Chicago’s in-
ner city, relating the cumulation of social
dislocations visited upon its South and
West sides to changes in the city’s econ-
omy over the last thirty years.

5. The following is a summary description of
the sample design and characteristics of the data for
this article. The data come from a survey of 2490
inner-city residents of Chicago fielded by the Na-
tional Opinion Research Center in 1986-87 for the
Urban Poverty and Family Structure Project of the
University of Chicago. The sample for blacks was
drawn randomly from residents of the city’s 377
tracts with poverty rates of at least 20.0 percent, the
citywide average as of the last census. It was
stratified by parental status and included 1184
respondents—415 men and 769 women—for a
completion rate of 83.0 percent for black parents
and 78.0 percent for black nonparents. Of the 1166
black respondents who still lived in the city at the
time they were interviewed, 405, or 34.7 percent,
resided in low-poverty tracts—that is, tracts with
poverty rates between 20.0 and 29.9 percent—to
which were added 41 individuals, or 3.5 percent,
who had moved into tracts with poverty rates below
20.0 percent; 364, or 31.2 percent, lived in high-

. poverty tracts—tracts with poverty rates of 30.0 to

39.9 percent—and are excluded from the analyses
reported in this article; and 356, or 30.5 percent,
inhabited extreme-poverty areas, including 9.6 per-
cent in tracts with poverty rates above 50.0 percent.
The latter include 63 persons, or 17.7 percent of all
extreme-poverty-area residents, dwelling in tracts
with poverty rates in excess of 70.0 percent—public
housing projects in most cases. All the results
presented in this article are based on unweighted
data, although weighted data exhibit essentially the
same patterns.
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DEINDUSTRIALIZATION AND
HYPERGHETTOIZATION

Social conditions in the ghettos of
Northern metropolises have never been
enviable, but today they are scaling new
heights in deprivation, oppression, and
hardship. The situation of Chicago’s black
inner city is emblematic of the social
changes that have sown despair and
exclusion in these communities. As Table
1 indicates, an unprecedented tangle of
social woes is now gripping the black
communities of the city’s South Side and
West Side. In the past decade alone, these
racial enclaves have experienced rapid
increases in the number and percentage
of poor families, extensive out-migration
of working- and middle-class households,
stagnation—if not real regression—of
income, and record levels of unemploy-
ment. As of the last census, over two-
thirds of all families living in these areas
were headed by women; about half of the
population had to rely on public aid, for
most adults were out of a job and only a
tiny fraction of them had completed
college.6

The single largest force behind this
increasing social and economic margin-
alization of large numbers of inner-city
blacks has been a set of mutually rein-
forcing spatial and industrial changes in
the country’s urban political economy’
that have converged to undermine the

6. A more detailed analysis of social changes
on Chicago’s South Side is in William Julius Wilson
et al., “The Ghetto Underclass and the Changing
Structure of Urban Poverty,” in Quiet Riots, ed.
Harris and Wilkins.

7. Space does not allow us to do more than
allude to the transformations of the American
economy as they bear on the ghetto. For provocative
analyses of the systemic disorganization of advanced
capitalist economies and polities and the impact,
actual and potential, of postindustrial and flexible-
specialization trends on cities and their labor mar-
kets, see Scott Lash and John Urry, The End of
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material foundations of the traditional
ghetto. Among these structural shifts are
the decentralization of industrial plants,
which commenced at the time of World
War I but accelerated sharply after 1950,
and the flight of manufacturing jobs
abroad, to the Sunbelt states, or to the
suburbs and exurbs at a time when blacks
were continuing to migrate en masse to
Rustbelt central cities; the general decon-
centration of metropolitan economies
and the turn toward service industries
and occupations, promoted by the grow-
ing separation of banks and industry; and
the emergence of post-Taylorist, so-called
flexible forms of organizations and gen-
eralized corporate attacks on unions—
expressed by, among other things, wage
cutbacks and the spread of two-tier wage
systems and labor contracting—which
has intensified job competition and
triggered an explosion of low-pay, part-
time work. This means that even mild
forms of racial discrimination—mild by
historical standards—have a bigger im-
pact on those at the bottom of the
American class order. In the labor-sur-
plus environment of the 1970s, the weak-
ness of unions and the retrenchment of
civil rights enforcement aggravated the
structuring of unskilled labor markets
along racial lines,® marking large num-

Organized Capitalism (Madison: University of Wis-
consin Press, 1988); Claus Offe, Disorganized Capi-
talism: Contemporary Transformations of Work
and Politics, ed. John Keane (Cambridge: MIT
Press, 1985); Fred Block, Revising Statg¢ Theory:
Essays on Politics and Postindustrialism (Phila-
delphia: Temple University Press, 1987); Donald A.
Hicks, Advanced Industrial Development (Bostof:
Oelgeschlager, Gun and Hain, 1985); Barry Blue-
stone and Bennett Harrison, The Great U-Turn
(New York: Basic Books, 1988);, Michael J. Piore
and Charles F. Sabel, The Second Industrial Divide:
Possibilities for Prosperity (New York: Basic Books,
1984).

8. See, for instance, Norman Fainstein, “The
Underclass/ Mismatch Hypothesis as an Explana-
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bers of inner-city blacks with the stamp of
economic redundancy.

In 1954, Chicago was still near the
height of its industrial power. Over 10,000
manufacturing establishments operated
within the city limits, employing a total of
616,000, including nearly half a million
production workers. By 1982, the number
of plants had been cut by half, providing
amere 277,000 jobs for fewer than 162,000
blue-collar employees—a loss of 63 per-
cent, in sharp contrast with the overall
growth of manufacturing employment in
the country, which added almost 1 million
production jobs in the quarter century
starting in 1958. This crumbling of the
city’s industrial base was accompanied by
substantial cuts in trade employment,

with over 120,000 jobs lost in retail and

wholesale from 1963 to 1982. The mild
growth of services—which created an
additional 57,000 jobs during the same
period, excluding health, financial, and
social services—came nowhere near to
compensating for this collapse of Chi-
cago’s low-skilled employment pool. Be-
cause, traditionally, blacks have relied
heavily on manufacturing and blue-collar
employment for economic sustenance,’
the upshot of these structural economic
changes for the inhabitants of the inner

tion for Black Economic Deprivation,” Politics and
Society, 15(4):403-52 (1986-87); Wendy Winter-
mute, “Recession and ‘Recovery”: Impact on Black
and White Workers in Chicago”(Chicago: Chicago
Urban League, 1983); Bruce Williams, Black Work-
ers in an Industrial Suburb: The Struggle against
Discrimination (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers Uni-
versity Press, 1987).

9. In 1950, fully 60 percent of employed black
men and 43 percent of black women in Chicago had
blue-collar occupations, skilled and unskilled com-
bined, compared to 48 percent and 28 percent of
white men and women, respectively. See “Black
Metropolis 1961, Appendix,” in St. Clair Drake
and Horace R. Cayton, Black Metropolis: A Study
of Negro Life in a Northern City, 2 vols., rev. and
enlarged ed. (originally 1945; New York: Harper &
Row, 1962).

13

city has been a steep and accelerating rise
in labor market exclusion. In the 1950s,
ghetto blacks had roughly the same rate
of employment as the average Chicagoan,
with some 6 adults in 10 working (see
Table 2). While this ratio has not changed
citywide over the ensuing three decades,
nowadays most residents of the Black
Belt cannot find gainful employment and
must resort to welfare, to participation in
the second economy, or to illegal activities
in order to survive. In 1980, two persons
in three did not hold jobs in the ghetto
neighborhoods of East Garfield Park and
Washington Park, and three adults in
four were not employed in Grand Boule-
vard and Oakland.!0

As the metropolitan economy moved

away from smokestack industries and
expanded outside of Chicago, emptying
the Black Belt of most of its manufacturing
jobs and employed residents, the gap
between the ghetto and the rest of the
city, not to mention its suburbs, widened
dramatically. By 1980, median family
income on the South and West sides had
dropped to around one-third and one-
half of the city average, respectively,
compared with two-thirds and near parity
thirty years earlier. Meanwhile, some of
the city’s white bourgeois neighborhoods
and upper-class suburbs had reached
over twice the citywide figure. Thus in
1980, half of the families of Oakland had
to make do with less than $5500 a year,
while half of the families of Highland
Park incurred incomes in excess of
$43,000.

10. Rates of joblessness have risen at a much
faster pace in the ghetto than for blacks as a whole.
For comparative data on the long-term decline of
black labor force participation, esp. among males,
see Reynolds Farley and Walter R. Allen, The
Color Line and the Quality of Life in America(New
York: Russell Sage Foundation, 1987); Katherine
L. Bradbury and Lynn E. Brown, “Black Men in the

Labor Market,” New England Economic Review,
Mar.-Apr. 1986, pp. 3242.
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TABLE 2
THE HISTORIC RISE OF LABOR MARKET EXCLUSION
IN CHICAGO'S GHETTO NEIGHBORHOODS, 1950-80

Adults Not Employed (percentage)

1950 1970 1980
City of Chicago 43.4 415 44.8
West Side
Near West Side 49.8 51.2 64.8
East Garfield Park 38.7 51.9 67.2
North Lawndale 43.7 56.0 62.2
South Side
Oakland 49.1 64.3 76.0
Grand Boulevard 47.5 58.2 74.4
Washington Park 453 52.0 67.1

SOURCE: Computed from Chicago Fact Book Consortium, Loca/ Community Fact Book:
Chicago Metropolitan Area; Philip M. Hauser and Evelyn M. Kitagawa, Local Community Fact
Book for Chicago, 1950 (Chicago: University of Chicago, Chicago Community Inventory, 1953).

NOTE: Labor market exclusion is measured by the percentage of adults not employed, aged
16 years and older for 1970 and 1980, 14 years and older for 1950.

A recent ethnographic account of
changes in North Kenwood, one of the
poorest black sections on the city’s South
Side, vividly encapsulates the accelerated
physical and social decay of the ghetto
and is worth quoting at some length:

In the 1960’, 47th Street was still the social
hub of the South Side black community. Sue’s
eyes light up when she describes how the street
used to be filled with stores, theaters and
nightclubs in which one could listen to jazz
bands well into the evening. Sue remembers
the street as “soulful.” Today the street might
be better characterized as soulless. Some
stores, currency exchanges, bars and liquor
stores continue to exist on 47th. Yet, as one
walks down the street, one is struck more by
the death of the street than by its life. Quite
literally, the destruction of human life occurs
frequently on 47th. In terms of physical
structures, many stores are boarded up and
abandoned. A few buildings have bars across
the front and are closed to the public, but they
are not empty. They are used, not so secretly,
by people involved in illegal activities. Other
stretches of the street are simply barren,

empty lots. Whatever buildings once stood on
the lots are long gone. Nothing gets built on
47th. . . . Over the years one apartment
building after another has been condemned
by the city and torn down. Today many
blocks have the bombed-out look of Berlin
after World War II. There are huge, barren
areas of Kenwood, covered by weeds, bricks,
and broken bottles.!!

Duncan reports how this disappear-
ance of businesses and loss of housing
have stimulated the influx of drugs and
criminal activities to undermine the strong
sense of solidarity that once permeated
the community. With no activities or
organizations left to bring them together
or to represent them as a collectivity, with
half the population gone in 15 years, the
remaining residents, some of whom now
refer to North Kenwood as the “Wild
West,” seem to be engaged in a perpetual

11. Arne Duncan, “The Values, Aspirations,
and Opportunities of the Urban Underclass” (B.A.
honors thesis, Harvard University, 1987), pp. 18 ff.
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bellum omnium contra omnes for sheer
survival. One informant expresses this
succinctly: “‘It’s gotten worse. They tore
down all the buildings, deterioratin’ the
neighborhood. All your friends have to
leave. They are just spreading out your
mellahs [close friends]. It’s not no neigh-
borhood anymore.’”2 With the ever-
present threat of gentrification—much of
the area is prime lake-front property that
would bring in huge profits if it could be
turned over to upper-class condomini-
ums and apartment complexes to cater to
the needs of the higher-income clientele
of Hyde Park, which lies just to the
south—the future of the community ap-
pears gloomy. One resident explains:
“‘They. want to put all the blacks in the
projects. They want to build buildings for
the rich, and not us poor people. They are
trying to move us all out. In four or five
years we will all be gone.’”!3
Fundamental changes in the organiza-
tion of America’s advanced economy
have thus unleashed irresistible cen-
trifugal pressures that have broken down
the previous structure of the ghetto and
set off a process of hyperghettoization. !4
By this, we mean that the ghetto has lost
much of its organizational strength—the
“pulpit and the press,” for instance, have
virtually collapsed as collective agen-
cies—as it has become increasingly mar-
ginal economically; its activities are no
longer structured around an internal and
relatively autonomous social space that
duplicates the institutional structure of

12. Inibid., p. 21.

13. Inibid., p. 28.

14. See Gary Orfield, “Ghettoization and Its
Alternatives,” in The New Urban Reality, ed. P.
Peterson (Washington, DC: Brookings Institution,
1985), for an account of processes of ghettoization;
and Wacquant and Wilson, “Poverty, Joblessness
and Social Transformation,” for a preliminary
discussion of some of the factors that underlie
hyperghettoization.
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the larger society and provides basic
minimal resources for social mobility, if
only within a truncated black class struc-
ture. And the social ills that have long
been associated with segregated pov-
erty—violent crime, drugs, housing de-
terioration, family disruption, commer-
cial blight, and educational failure—have
reached qualitatively different propor-
tions and have become articulated into a
new configuration that endows each with
a more deadly impact than before.

If the “organized,” or institutional,
ghetto of forty years ago described so
graphically by Drake and Cayton!S im-
posed an enormous cost on blacks collec-
tively,'¢ the “disorganized” ghetto, or
hyperghetto, of today carries an even
larger price. For, now, not only are
ghetto residents, as before, dependent on
the will and decisions of outside forces
that rule the field of power—the mostly
white dominant class, corporations, real-
tors, politicians, and welfare agencies—
they have no control over and are forced
to rely on services and institutions that
are massively inferior to those of the
wider society. Today’s ghetto inhabitants

15. Drake and Cayton, Black Metropolis.

16. Let us emphasize here that this contrast
between the traditional ghetto and the hyperghetto
of today implies no nostalgic celebration of the
ghetto of yesteryear. If the latter was organization-
ally and socially integrated, it was not by choice but
under the yoke of total black subjugation and with
the threat of racial violence looming never too far in
the background. See Arnold Hirsch, Making the
Second Ghetto: Race and Housing in Chicago,
1940-1960 (New York: Cambridge University Press,
1983), for an account of riots and violent white
opposition to housing desegregation in Chicago in
the two decades following World War II. The
organized ghetto emerged out of necessity, as a
limited, if creative, response to implacable white
hostility; separatism was never a voluntary develop-
ment, but a protection against unyielding pressures
from without, as shown in Allan H. Spear, Black
Chicago: The Making of a Negro Ghetto, 1890-
1920 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1968).
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comprise almost exclusively the most
marginal and oppressed sections of the
black community. Having lost the eco-
nomic underpinnings and much of the
fine texture of organizations and patterned
activities that allowed previous genera-
tions of urban blacks to sustain family,
community, and collectivity even in the
face of continued economic hardship and
unflinching racial subordination, the
inner-city now presents a picture of radi-
cal class and racial exclusion. It is to a
sociographic assessment of the latter that
we now turn.

THE COST OF
LIVING IN THE GHETTO

Let us contrast the social structure of
ghetto neighborhoods with that of low-
poverty black areas of the city of Chicago.
For purposes of this comparison, we
have classified as low-poverty neighbor-
hoods all those tracts with rates of pov-
erty—as measured by the number of
persons below the official poverty line—
between 20 and 30 percent as of the 1980
census. Given that the overall poverty
rate among black families in the city is
about one-third, these low-poverty areas
can be considered as roughly representa-
tive of the average non-ghetto, non-
middle-class, black neighborhood of Chi-
cago. In point of fact, nearly all—97
percent—of the respondents in this cate-
gory reside outside traditional ghetto
areas. Extreme-poverty neighborhoods
comprise tracts with at least 40 percent of
their residents in poverty in 1980. These
tracts make up the historic heart of
Chicago’s black ghetto: over 82 percent
of the respondents in this category inhabit
the West and South sides of the city, in
areas most of which have been all black
for half a century and more, and an
additional 13 percent live in immediately

adjacent tracts. Thus when we counter-
pose extreme-poverty areas with low-
poverty areas, we are in effect comparing
ghetto neighborhoods with other black
areas, most of which are moderately
poor, that are not part of Chicago’s
traditional Black Belt. Even though this
comparison involves a truncated spectrum
of types of neighborhoods,!” the contrasts
it reveals between low-poverty and ghetto
tracts are quite pronounced.

It should be noted that this distinction
between low-poverty and ghetto neighbor-
hoods is not merely analytical but cap-
tures differences that are clearly perceived
by social agents themselves. First, the
folk category of ghetto does, in Chicago,
refer to the South Side and West Side,
not just to any black area of the city;
mundane usages of the term entail a
social-historical and spatial referent rather
than simply a racial dimension. Further-
more, blacks who live in extreme-poverty
areas have a noticeably more negative
opinion of their neighborhood. Only 16
percent rate it as a “good”to “very good”
place to live in, compared to 41 percent
among inhabitants of low-poverty tracts;
almost 1 in 4 find their neighborhood
“bad or very bad” compared to fewer
than 1 in 10 among the latter. In short, the
contrast between ghetto and non-ghetto
poor areas is one that is socially meaning-
ful to their residents.

The black class structure in
and out of the ghetto

The first major difference between
low- and extreme-poverty areas hasto do

17. Poverty levels were arbitrarily limited by
the sampling design: areas with less than 20 percent
poor persons in 1980 were excluded at the outset,
and tracts with extreme levels of poverty, being
generally relatively underpopulated, ended up being
underrepresented by the random sampling pro-
cedure chosen.



RACIAL AND CLASS EXCLUSION

with their class structure (see Figure 1). A
sizable majority of blacks in low-poverty
tracts are gainfully employed: two-thirds
hold a job, including 11 percent with
middle-class occupations and 55 percent
with working-class jobs, while one-third
do not work.!® These proportions are
exactly opposite in the ghetto, where fully
61 percent of adult residents do not work,
one-third have working-class jobs and a
mere 6 percent enjoy middle-class status.
For those who reside in the urban core,
then, being without a job is by far the
most likely occurrence, while being em-
ployed is the exception. Controlling for
gender does not affect this contrast,
though it does reveal the greater economic
vulnerability of women, who are twice as
likely as men to be jobless. Men in both

18. Class categories have been roughly defined
on the basis of the respondent’s current occupation
as follows: the middle class comprises managers,
administrators, executives, professional specialists,
and technical staff; the working class includes both
blue-collar workers and noncredentialed white-
collar workers; in the jobless category fall all those
who did not hold a job at the time of the interview.
Our dividing line between middle and working
class, cutting across white-collar occupations, is
consistent with recent research and theory on
class—for example, Erik Olin Wright, Classes(New
York: Verso, 1985); Nicolas Abercrombie and John
Urry, Capital, Labour and the Middle Classes
(London: George Allen & Unwin, 1983)—and on
contemporary perceptions of class in the black
community—see Reeve Vanneman and Lynn Can-
non Weber, The American Perception of Class
(Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1987),
chap. 10. The category of the jobless is admittedly
heterogeneous, as it should be given that the
identity of those without an occupational position is
ambiguous and ill-defined in reality itself. It includes
people actively looking for work (half the men and 1
woman in 10), keeping house (13 percent of the men
and 61 percent of the women), and a minority of
respondents who also attend school part- or full-
time (16 percent of the males, 14 percent of the
females). A few respondents without jobs declared
themselves physically unable to work (6 percent of
the men, 3 percent of the women).

17

types of neighborhoods have a more
favorable class mix resulting from their
better rates of employment: 78 percent in
low-poverty areas and 66 percent in the
ghetto. If women are much less frequently

-employed—42 percent in low-poverty

areas and 69 percent in the ghetto do not
work—they have comparable, that is,
severely limited, overall access to middle-
class status: in both types of neighbor-
hood, only about 10 percent hold cre-
dentialed salaried positions or better.

These data are hardly surprising. They
stand as a brutal reminder that joblessness
and poverty are two sides of the same
coin. The poorer the neighborhood, the
more prevalent joblessness and the lower
the class recruitment of its residents. But
these results also reveal that the degree of
economic exclusion observed in ghetto
neighborhoods during the period of slug-
gish economic growth of the late 1970s is
still very much with us nearly a decade
later, in the midst of the most rapid
expansion in recent American economic
history.

As we would expect, there is a close
association between class and educational
credentials. Virtually every member of
the middle class has at least graduated
from high school; nearly two-thirds of
working-class blacks have also completed
secondary education; but less than half—
44 percent—of the jobless have a high
school diploma or more. Looked at from
another angle, 15 percent of our educated
respondents—that is, high school gradu-
ates or better—have made it into the
salaried middle class, half have become
white-collar or blue-collar wage earners,
and 36 percent are without a job. By
comparison, those without a high school
education are distributed as follows: 1.6
percent in the middle class, 37.9 percent
in the working class, and a substantial
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FIGURE 1

THE BLACK CLASS STRUCTURE IN CHICAGO’S LOW- AND EXTREME-POVERTY AREAS

Low-Poverty
Areas

Less than High School Graduate

Extreme-Poverty
Areas

SOURCE: Urban Poverty and Family Structure Survey.

majority of 60.5 percent in the jobless
category. In other words, a high school
degree is a conditio sine qua non for
blacks for entering the world of work, let
alone that of the middle class. Not finish-
ing secondary education is synonymous
with economic redundancy.

Ghetto residents are, on the whole, less
educated than the inhabitants of other
black neighborhoods. This results in part
from their lower class composition but
also from the much more modest aca-
demic background of the jobless: fewer
than 4 in 10 jobless persons on the city’s
South Side and West Side have graduated
from high school, compared to nearly 6
in 10 in low-poverty areas. It should be
pointed out that education is one of the

few areas in which women do not fare

worse than men: females are as likely to
hold a high school diploma as males in
the ghetto—S50 percent—and more likely
to do so in low-poverty areas—69 percent
versus 62 percent.

Moreover, ghetto residents have lower
class origins, if one judges from the
economic assets of their family of orienta-

tion.!® Fewer than 4 ghetto dwellers in 10
come from a family that owned its home
and 6 in 10 have parents who owned
nothing, that is, no home, business, or
land. In low-poverty areas, 55 percent of
the inhabitants are from a home-owning
family while only 40 percent had no assets
at all a generation ago. Women, both in
and out of the ghetto, are least likely to
come from a family with a home or any
other asset—46 percent and 37 percent,
respectively. This difference in class
origins is also captured by differential
rates of welfare receipt during childhood:
the proportion of respondents whose
parents were on public aid at some time
when they were growing up is 30 percent
in low-poverty tracts and 41 percent in
the ghetto. Women in extreme-poverty
areas are by far the most likely to come
from a family with a welfare record.

19. And from the education of their fathers:
only 36 percent of ghetto residents have a father
with at least a high school education, compared to
43 percent among those who live outside the ghetto.
The different class backgrounds and trajectories of
ghetto and non-ghetto blacks will be examined in a

subsequent paper.
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INCIDENCE OF WELFARE RECEIPT AND FOOD ASSISTANCE AMONG BLACK

TABLE 3

19

RESIDENTS OF CHICAGO’S LOW- AND EXTREME-POVERTY AREAS (Percentage)

All Respondents Females
Low Extreme Low Extreme Low Extreme
poverty  poverty poverty  poverty poverty  poverty
On aid when child 30.5 41.4 26.3 36.4 335 43.8
Currently on aid 25.2 57.6 13.4 31.8 32.4 68.9
Never had own grant 45.9 220 68.6 445 313 1.9
Expects to remain on aid*
Less than 1 year 52.9 29.5 75.0 56.6 46.1 25.0
More than 5 years 94 21.1 5.0 13.0 10.8 22.0
Receives food stamps 33.5 60.2 22.2 39.1 40.4 70.0
Receives at least one
of five forms of
food assistance T 51.1 71.1 378 450 59.6 85.2

SOURCE: Urban Poverty and Family Structure Survey, University of Chicago, Chicago, IL.

*Asked of current public-aid recipients only.

tincluding pantry or soup kitchen, government food surplus program, food stamps, Special
Supplemental Food Program for Women, Infants and Children, free or reduced-cost school lunches.

Class, gender, and welfare
trajectories in low- and
extreme-poverty areas

If they are more likely to have been
raised in a household that drew public
assistance in the past, ghetto dwellers are
also much more likely to have been or to
be currently on welfare themselves. Differ-
ences in class, gender, and neighborhood
cumulate at each juncture of the welfare
trajectory to produce much higher levels
of welfare attachments among the ghetto
population (Table 3).

Inlow-poverty areas, only one resident
in four are currently on aid while almost

half have never personally received assist- .. !
-found among residents of extreme-poverty

ance. In the ghetto, by contrast, over half
the residents are current welfare recipi-
ents, and only onein five have never been
on aid. These differences are consistent
with what we know from censuses and
other studies: in 1980, about half of the
black population of most community

areas on the South Side and West Side
was officially receiving public assistance,
while working- and middle-class black
neighborhoods of the far South Side,
such as South Shore, Chatham, or Rose-
land, had rates of welfare receipt ranging
between one-fifth and one-fourth,20
None of the middle-class respondents
who live in low-poverty tracts were on
welfare at the time they were interviewed,
and only one in five had ever been on aid
in their lives. Among working-class resi-
dents, a mere 7 percent were on welfare
and just over one-half had never had any
welfare experience. This same relation-
ship between class and welfare receipt is

tracts, but with significantly higher rates
of welfare receipt at all class levels: there,
12 percent of working-class residents are
presently on aid and 39 percent received

20. See Wacquant and Wilson, “Poverty, Job-
lessness and Social Transformation,” fig. 2.
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welfare before; even a few middle-class
blacks—9 percent—are drawing public
assistance and only one-third of them
have never received any aid, instead of
three-quarters in low-poverty tracts. But
it is among the jobless that the difference
between low- and extreme-poverty areas
is the largest: fully 86 percent of those in
ghetto tracts are currently on welfare and
only 7 percent have never had recourse to
public aid, compared with 62 percent and
20 percent, respectively, among those
who live outside the ghetto.

Neighborhood differences in patterns
of welfare receipt are robust across gen-
ders, with women exhibiting noticeably
higher rates than men in both types of
areas and at all class levels. The handful
of black middle-class women who reside
in the ghetto are much more likely to
admit to having received aid in the past
than their male counterparts: one-third
versus one-tenth. Among working-class
respondents, levels of current welfare
receipt are similar for both sexes—5.0
percent and 8.5 percent, respectively—
while levels of past receipt again display
the greater economic vulnerability of
women: one in two received aid before as
against one male in five. This gender
differential is somewhat attenuated in
extreme-poverty areas by the general
prevalence of welfare receipt, with two-
thirds of all jobless males and 9 in 10
jobless women presently receiving public
assistance.

The high incidence and persistence of
joblessness and welfare in ghetto neighbor-
hoods, reflecting the paucity of viable
options for stable employment, take a
heavy toll on those who are on aid by
significantly depressing their expectations
of finding a route to economic self-
sufficiency. While a slim majority of
welfare recipients living in low-poverty
tracts expect to be self-supportive within

ayear and only asmall minority anticipate
receiving aid for longer than five years, in
ghetto neighborhoods, by contrast, fewer
than 1 in 3 public-aid recipients expect to
be welfare-free within a year and fully 1 in
5 anticipate needing assistance for more
than five years. This difference of expecta-
tions increases among the jobless of both
genders. For instance, unemployed wom-
en in the ghetto are twice as likely as
unemployed women in low-poverty areas
to think that they will remain on aid for
more than five years and half as likely to
anticipate getting off the rolls within a
year.

Thus if the likelihood of being on
welfare increases sharply as one crosses
the line between the employed and the
jobless, it remains that, at each level of
the class structure, welfare receipt is
notably more frequent in extreme-poverty
neighborhoods, especially among the unem-
ployed, and among women. This pattern
is confirmed by the data on the incidence
of food assistance presented in Table 3
and strongly suggests that those unable to
secure jobs in low-poverty areas have
access to social and economic supportsto
help them avoid the public-aid rolls that
their ghetto counterparts lack. Chief
among those are their financial and eco-
nomic assets.

Differences in economic and
financial capital

A quick survey of the economic and
financial assets of the residents of Chi-
cago’s poor black neighborhoods (Table
4) reveals the appalling degree of eco-
nomic hardship, insecurity, and depriva-
tion that they must confront day in and
day out.2! The picture in low-poverty

21. Again, we must reiterate that our compari-
son excludes ex definitio the black upper- and the
middle-class neighborhoods that have mushroomed
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areas is grim; that in the ghetto is one of
near-total destitution.

In 1986, the median family income for
blacks nationally was pegged at $18,000,
compared to $31,000 for white families.
Black households in Chicago’s low-pov-
erty areas have roughly equivalent in-
comes, with 52 percent declaring over
$20,000 annually. Those living in Chi-
cago’s ghetto, by contrast, command but
a fraction of this figure: half of all ghetto
respondents live in households that dis-
pose of less than $7500 annually, twice
the rate among residents of low-poverty
neighborhoods. Women assign their
households to much lower income brack-
ets in both areas, with fewer than 1in 3in
low-poverty areas and 1 in 10 in extreme-
poverty areas enjoying more than $25,000
annually. Even those who work report
smaller incomes in the ghetto: the propor-
tion of working-class and middle-class
households falling under the $7500 mark
on the South and West sides—12.5 per-
cent and 6.5 percent, respectively—is
double that of other black neighbor-
hoods, while fully one-half of jobless
respondents in extreme-poverty tracts do
not reach the $5000 line. It is not surprising
that ghetto dwellers also less frequently
report an improvement of the financial
situation of their household, with women
again in the least enviable position. This
reflects sharp class differences: 42 percent
of our middle-class respondents and 36
percent of working-class blacks register a
financial amelioration as against 13 per-
cent of the jobless.

Due to meager and irregular income,
those financial and banking services that
most members of the larger society take

in Chicago since the opening of race relations in the
1960s. The development of this “new black middle
class” is surveyed in Bart Landry, The New Black
Middle Class (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1987).
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for granted are, to put it mildly, not of
obvious access to the black poor. Barely
one-third of the residents of low-poverty
areas maintain a personal checking ac-
count; only one in nine manage to do so
in the ghetto, where nearly three of every
four persons report no financial asset
whatsoever from a possible list of six and
only 8 percent have at least three of those
six assets. (See Table 4.) Here, again,
class and neighborhood lines are sharply
drawn: in low-poverty areas, 10 percent
of the jobless and 48 percent of working-
class blacks have a personal checking
account compared to 3 percent and 37
percent, respectively, in the ghetto; the
proportion for members of the middle
class is similar—63 percent—in both
areas.

The American dream of owning one’s
home remains well out of reach for a
large majority of our black respondents,
especially those in the ghetto, where
barely 1 person in 10 belong to a home-
owning household, compared to over 4 in
10 in low-poverty areas, a difference that
is just as pronounced within each gender.
The considerably more modest dream of
owning an automobile is likewise one
that has yet to materialize for ghetto
residents, of which only one-third live in
households with a car that runs. Again,
this is due to a cumulation of sharp class
and neighborhood differences: 79 percent
of middleclass respondents and 62 per-
cent of working-class blacks have an’
automobile in their household, contrasted
with merely 28 percent of the jobless. But,
in ghetto tracts, only 18 percent of the
jobless have domestic access to a car—34
percent for men and 13 percent for
women.

The social consequences of such a
paucity of income and assets as suffered
by ghetto blacks cannot be overempha-
sized. For just as the lack of financial
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TABLE 4
ECONOMIC AND FINANCIAL ASSETS OF BLACK RESIDENTS
OF CHICAGO'S LOW- AND EXTREME-POVERTY AREAS (Percentage)

All Respondents Males Females
Low Extreme Low Extreme Low Extreme
poverty  poverty poverty  poverty poverty  poverty
Household income
Less than $7,500 27.2 51.1 16.1 33.6 345 59.0
More than $25,000 34.1 143 414 227 29.8 10.5
Finances have improved 32.3 211 35.7 23.4 304 20.1
Financial assets
Has checking account 348 12.2 33.3 17.6 36.4 9.9
Has savings account 35.4 17.8 40.4 26.6 33.1 14.1
Has none of six assets* 48.2 73.6 40.7 63.1 52.6 78.3
Has at least three of
six assets* 23.3 8.3 26.8 13.56 21.3 5.8
Respondent owns nothingt  78.7 96.6 75.6 93.7 80.5 98.0
Material assets of household
Owns home 44,7 115 49.7 19.8 415 7.8
Has a car 64.8 33.9 75.9 51.4 57.7 25.7

SOURCE: Urban Poverty and Family Structure Survey.
*Including personal checking account, savings account, individual retirement account, pension

plan, money in stocks and bonds, and prepaid burial.

THome, business, or land.

resources or possession of a home repre-
sents a critical handicap when one can
only find low-paying and casual employ-
ment or when one loses one’s job, in that
it literally forces one to go on the welfare
rolls, not owning a car severely curtails
one’s chances of competing for available
jobs that are not located nearby or that
are not readily accessible by public
transportation.

Social capital and
poverty concentration

Among the resources that individuals
can draw upon to implement strategies of
social mobility are those potentially pro-
vided by their lovers, kin, and friends and
by the contacts they develop within the
formal associations to which they be-

long—in sum, the resources they have
access to by virtue of being socially
integrated into solidary groups, networks,
or organizations, what Bourdieu calls

. “social capital.”?? Our data indicate that

not only do residents of extreme-poverty

22. Pierre Bourdieu, “The Forms of Capital,”
in Handbook of Theory and Research for the
Sociology of Education, ed. J. G. Richardson (New
York: Greenwood Press, 1986). The crucial role
played by relatives, friends, and lovers in strategies
of survival in poor black communities is documented
extensively in Carol B. Stack, All Our Kin: Strate-
gies for Survival in a Black Community (New Y ork:
Harper & Row, 1974). On the management of
relationships and the influence of friends in the
ghetto, see also Elliot Liebow, Tally’s Corner: A
Study of Negro Streetcorner Men (Boston: Little,
Brown, 1967); Ulf Hannerz, Soulside: Inquiries into
Ghetto Culture and Community (New York: Colum-
bia University Press, 1969); Elijah Anderson, 4
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TABLE 5
SOCIAL CAPITAL OF BLACK RESIDENTS OF CHICAGO'S
LOW- AND EXTREME-POVERTY AREAS (Percentage)

All Respondents Males Females
Low Extreme Low Extreme Low Extreme
poverty  poverty poverty  poverty poverty  poverty
Current partner

Respondent has no

current partner 324 420 23.3 39.1 38.0 43.1
Respondent married* 35.2 18.6 40.9 27.0 31.2 149
Partner completed

high school 80.9 721 83.8 83.0 88.4 715
Partner works steadily 69.0 54.3 50.0 348 83.8 62.2
Partner is on public aid 20.4 34.2 38.6 45.5 16.2 28.6

Best friend

Respondent has no

best friend 122 19.0 14.3 211 10.7 18.1
Best friend completed

high school 87.4 76.4 83.7 76.3 87.2 76.3
Best friend works

steadily 72.3 60.4 77.2 72.8 65.6 548
Best friend is on

public aid 14.0 28.6 3.0 13.6 20.5 35.3

SOURCE: Urban Poverty and Family Structure Survey.

*And not separated from his or her spouse.

areas have fewer social ties but also that
they tend to have ties of lesser social
worth, as measured by the social position
of their partners, parents, siblings, and
best friends, for instance. In short, they
possess lower volumes of social capital.
Living in the ghetto means being more
socially isolated: nearly half of the
residents of extreme-poverty tracts have
no current partner—defined here as a
person they are married to, live with, or
are dating steadily—and one in five admit
to having no one who would qualify as a
best friend, compared to 32 percent and

Place on the Corner (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1978); Terry Williams and William Korn-
blum, Growing up Poor(Lexington, MA: Lexington
Books, 1985).

12 percent, respectively, in low-poverty
areas. It also means that intact marriages
are less frequent (Table 5). Jobless men
are much less likely than working males
to have current partners in both types of
neighborhoods: 62 percent in low-poverty
neighborhoods and 44 percent in extreme-
poverty areas. Black women have a slight-
ly better chance of having a partner if
they live in a low-poverty area, and this
partner is also more likely to have com-
pleted high school and to work steadily;
for ghetto residence further affects the
labor-market standing of the latter. The
partners of women living in extreme-
poverty areas are less stably employed
than those of female respondents from
low-poverty neighborhoods: 62 percent
in extreme-poverty areas work regularly
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as compared to 84 percent in low-poverty
areas.

Friends often play a crucial role in life
in that they provide emotional and ma-
terial support, help construct one’s iden-
tity, and often open up opportunities that
one would not have without them—par-
ticularly in the area of jobs. We have seen
that ghetto residents are more likely than
other black Chicagoans to have no close
friend. If they have a best friend, further-
more, he or she is less likely to work, less
educated, and twice as likely to be on aid.
Because friendships tend to develop pri-
marily within genders and women have
much higher rates of economic exclusion,
female respondents are much more likely
than men to have a best friend who does
not work and who receives welfare assist-
ance. Both of these characteristics, in
turn, tend to be more prevalent among
ghetto females.

Such differences in social capital are
also evidenced by different rates and
patterns of organizational participation.
While being part of a formal organization,
such as a block club or a community
organization, a political party, a school-
related association, or a sports, fraternal,
or other social group, is a rare occurrence
as a rule—with the notable exception of
middle-class blacks, two-thirds of whom
belong to at least one such group—it is
more common for ghetto residents—64
percent, versus 50 percent in low-poverty
tracts—especially females—64 percent,
versus 46 percent in low-poverty areas—
to belong to no organization. As for
church membership, the small minority
who profess to be, in Weber’s felicitous
expression, “religiously unmusical” is
twice as large in the ghetto as outside: 12
percent versus 5 percent. For those with a
religion, ghetto residence tends to depress
church attendance slightly—29 percent
of ghetto inhabitants attend service at

least once a week compared to 37 percent
of respondents from low-poverty tracts—
even though women tend to attend more
regularly than men in both types of areas.
Finally, black women who inhabit the
ghetto are also slightly less likely to know
most of their neighbors than their counter-
parts from low-poverty areas. All in all,
then, poverty concentration has the effect
of devaluing the social capital of those
who live in its midst.

CONCLUSION:
THE SOCIAL STRUCTURING OF
GHETTO POVERTY

The extraordinary levels of economic
hardship plaguing Chicago’s inner city in
the 1970s have not abated, and the ghetto
seems to have gone unaffected by the
economic boom of the past five years. If
anything, conditions have continued to
worsen. This points to the asymmetric
causality between the economy and ghetto
poverty? and to the urgent need to study
the social and political structures that
mediate their relationship. The significant
differences we have uncovered between
low-poverty and extreme-poverty areas
in Chicago are essentially a reflection of
their different class mix and of the prev-
alence of economic exclusion in the
ghetto.

Our conclusion, then, is that social
analysts must pay more attention to the
extreme levels of economic deprivation
and social marginalization as uncovered
in this article before they further entertain
and spread so-called theories24 about the

23. By this we mean that when the economy
slumps, conditions in the ghetto become a lot worse
but do not automatically return to the status quo
ante when macroeconomic conditions improve, so
that cyclical economic fluctuations lead to stepwise
increases in social dislocations.

24. We say “so-called” here because, more often
than not, the views expressed by scholars in this
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potency of a ghetto culture of poverty
that has yet to receive rigorous empirical
elaboration. Those who have been push-
ing moral-cultural or individualistic-be-
havioral explanations of the social disloca-
tions that have swept through the inner
city in recent years have created a fictitious
normative divide between urban blacks
that, no matter its reality—which has yet
to be ascertained?’>—cannot but pale when
compared to the objective structural cleav-
age that separates ghetto residents from
the larger society and to the collective
material constraints that bear on them.26

regard are little more than a surface formalization
of the dominant American ideology—or common-
sense notion—of poverty that assigns its origins to
the moral or psychological deficiencies of individual
poor persons. See Robert Castel, “La ‘guerre a la
pauvreté’ et le statut de I'indigence dans une société
d’abondance,” Actes de la recherche en sciences
socialeg, 19 Jan. 1978, pp. 47-60, for a pungent
critical and historical analysis of conceptions of
poverty in the American mind and in American
welfare policy.

25. Initial examination of our Chicago data
would appear to indicate that ghetto blacks on
public aid hold basically the same views as regards
welfare, work, and family as do other blacks, even
those who belong to the middle class.

26. Let us emphasize in closing that we are not
suggesting that differences between ghetto and non-
ghetto poor can be explained by their residence.

25

It is the cumulative structural entrapment
and forcible socioeconomic marginaliza-
tion resulting from the historically evolv-
ing interplay of class, racial, and gender
domination, together with sea changes in
the organization of American capitalism
and failed urban and social policies, not a
“welfare ethos,” that explain the plight of
today’s ghetto blacks. Thus, if the concept
of underclass is used, it must be a struc-
tural - concept: it must denote a new
sociospatial patterning of class and racial
domination, recognizable by the unprece-
dented concentration of the most socially
excluded and economically marginal mem-
bers of the dominated racial and economic
group. It should not be used as a label to
designate a new breed of individuals
molded freely by a mythical and all-
powerful culture of poverty.

Because the processes that allocate individuals and
families to neighborhoods are highly socially selec-
tive ones, to separate neighborhood effects—the
specific impact of ghetto residence—from the social
forces that operate jointly with, or independently of,
them cannot be done by simple controls such as we
have used here for descriptive purposes. On the
arduous methodological and theoretical problems
posed by such socially selective effects, see Stanley
Lieberson, Making It Count: The Improvement of
Social Theory and Social Research (Berkeley: Uni-
versity of California Press, 1985), pp. 14-43 and
passim.
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