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[Previous page] Riots and Aftermath. Unrest spread across poor suburbs around Padishan to other cities in
France, after the death of two youths chased bpdliee. Global press coverage quickly seized kayaconcept
from urban geography to interpret the events:ytwths from low-income immigrant families were ddiclabeled
as the “urban underclass.” Image sources: toginAachellier (2005). “Scorched Car in Paris Shbdovember
2005"; bottom, Strogoloff (2005). “Voitre feu...Reproduced under Creative Commons Attributiomises, via
Wikimedia Commons.

Race, Class, and Space: The Urban Underclass
Geography 350ntroduction to Urban Geography
Elvin Wyly

Zyed, Bouna, and Muttin

Walking home from a soccer game shortly after fa80on October 27, 2005, Zyed Benna,
Bouna Traore, and Muttin Altun saw a police patvolking its way through Clichy-sous-Bois, a
suburb east of Paris populated mostly by first- sexbnd-generation immigrants from Africa.
The sight of the police squad, dispatched to ingat# a possible break-in at a construction site,
was certainly nothing unusual. Zyed, Bouna, andtiMinew well what to expect if they were
stopped for questioning: youths in the dilapiddtedsing projects of Clichy-sous-Bois

routinely face lengthy interrogation from police patrol, and “they are required to present
identity papers and can be held as long as fourshatithe police station, and sometimes their
parents must come before the police will releasentt Zyed, Bouna, and Muttin had been
playing with a half-dozen other friends on a loea¢cer field, and when the group saw the police
squad they scattered in different directions. Z¥ymlna, and Muttin managed to elude capture,
and by 5:50 pm the police had rounded up six ogbaths and brought them to the police station
at Livry-Gargan to begin questioning. Twenty mesitnto the interrogation, computer screens
and lights flickered in the station. Zyed, Bouaad Muttin had escaped by hiding in a
transformer in an electrical substation. Zyed,a] Bouna, 15, were electrocuted and died;
Muttin, 17, was hospitalized with serious injurfes.

The deaths of Zyed, a Tunisian, and Bouna, a Maniah, catalyzed youth frustration over
police practices, racism, poverty, unemploymend, social exclusion in the housing projects on
the outskirts of Paris and many other French cit®a Thursday, October 28, small riots broke
out in Clichy-sous-Bois. Violence worsened thetmeght, with nearly four hundred youths
throwing stones, bottles, and Molotov cocktailpalice, who responded with rubber bullets.
Twenty-three police officers were injured, thirtegruth were arrested, and 29 vehicles were set
ablaze. Tensions eased only slightly over the tvextdays, with twenty vehicles set ablaze on
Saturday night, and eight on Sunday night. Butwé@olice tear gas grenade hit a local
mosqué on Sunday night, a second wave of anger spreaddhrthe area’s predominantly
Muslim community. Hassen Farsadou, head of thetaf Muslim Associations in a nearby
suburb, tried to calm youth, but lamented, “Whesked them why they would want to go out

! Thomas Crampton (2005). “Behind the Furor, thet Moments of 2 Youths.New York TimesNovember 7,
All.

2 For a detailed chronology, see Crampton, “BehiredRuror.”

% There is some ambiguity on precisely what happendhis point. Some press accounts imply theviegent
firing of a tear-gas shell that only landed outsddecal mosque. Others describe a tear-gasdtelhating insida
local prayer hall.



and make trouble, they talk about the incidenheftear gas at the mosque. ... They said that
makes them enraged.” Whether the youths in tleestrere religious was irrelevant, Farsadou
emphasized: “They saw it on TV, they got workedabput it and they stirred up other boys.”
Violence worsened, and by Thursday, November Fsirgpread to Dijon, Marseille, Toulouse,
Strasbourg, and parts of central Paris. Ten politeers were wounded when rioters fired
shotguns in a confrontation in Grigny, south ofi€arn Sunday, November 6. That day,
France’s most influential Islamic group issuefdiava a religious edict condemning the
violence: “It is formally forbidden for any
Muslim seeking divine grace and satisfaction to

After two teenagers died after participate in any action that blindly hits private
or public property or could constitute an attack

b_emg chased by the police, on someone’s life> French President Jacques
riots spread aCross poor Chirac convened an emergency meeting of top

suburban communities around security officials to deal with the spreading

. . unrest, widely described in the international
Paris, then other cities across press as the worst challenge to governmental

France. The President authority in nearly forty years. But targeted
declared a national state of police action in response to localized incidents

. seemed utterly useless in response to the
emergency, and the Prime spreading unrest. Many politicians began to

Minister said, “The Republic iS warn “that the unrest may be coalescing into an
at a moment of truth organized movement, citing Internet chatter that
is urging other poor neighborhoods across

France to join in. But no one has emerged to thg&ddad like Daniel Cohn-Bendit, known as
Danny the Red, did during the violent student mistéhat rocked the French capital in 1988.”
Attempts to calm the violence exposed longstangwolgical tensions at the highest levels of the
French government, shaped by the rivalry betweerzéno-tolerance policing principles favored
by Interior Minister Nicolas Sarkozy and the mofngl@matic stance preferred by Prime Minister
Dominique de Villepin, both of whom wanted to susgte€hirac as President. (Sarkozy went on
to succeed in May, 2007, building an electoral itioal of older voters, higher earners, farmers,
and professionals; he also won a large majorityhefvotes cast by supporters of Jean-Marie Le
Pen’s far-right National Front pafly On November 9, Chirac declafetistate of emergency,

* Quoted in Susan Sachs (2005). “The Fiery Ragmuofigrant Alienation.” Globe and Mail November 7, A1,
A12, quote from p. A12. Not surprisingly, commuations technologies have been cited as a conditjdiaictor in
the spread of unrest amongst different neighborbieodi different cities. Police officials said tyatiths
coordinated arson attacks and other violence thraetphone messages, and also through online blogikyblog,
the enormously popular national online system naed by the radio station Skyrock. Skyblog hastgast three
million blogs, with new ones added at a rate 00Q0,per day; one of these, at http://bouna93.skybtm,
memorializes Bouna and Zyed. Hacking and Googteking have also been a predictable feature of the
cyburbanization of the global attention span foduse the riots: “for a time over the weekend, Fnench version
of Google returned the home page for PresidentudscGhirac’s political party when users typed search for
Paris and the words riot or suburb in French.” mike Crampton (2005). “French Police Fear that 8ldgve
Helped Incite Rioting.”"New York TimesNovember 10, p. A12.

® Quoted in Craig S. Smith (2005). “10 Officers Sas Riots Worsen in French CitiedNew York Times
November 7, A1, Al1, quote from p. Al11.

® Smith, “10 Officers Shot,” p. Al1.

" Marjorie Connelly (2007). “Sarkozy’s Win, Groug Group.” New York TimesMay 8, A8.



invoking only for the second time in half a centting provisions of an emergency law drafted in
1955 to suppress the Algerian independence movemeatde Villepin said, “We must be lucid:
The Republic is at a moment of truth.The historical resonance and symbolism of thenast
not lost on anyone: the Human Rights League osRamediately attacked the use of a
repressive colonial-era measure, and pointed atitstich measures were never used in the
student and worker revolts of 196Be Mondetook the position that “The Prime Minister should
recall that at that time the combination of misustiEnding, warlike posturing, and
powerlessness brought the Republic to its worst exenent.® Interior Ministry Sarkozy
proposed further steps, citing figures that 12@ifpers, not all of them living in France legally,
had been found guilty of participating in the

The riots and rebellions across riots: “I have asked the prefects to deport them

" . . from our national territory without delay,
cities in France in the fall of including those who have residency visas,”

2005, like so many other urban sarkozy said in a declaration that was

prob|ems in cities around the enthusiastically applauded in Parliamé&ht.
world, were explained and
diagnosed with a powerful

urban geography concept: the The urban violence across France was
“urban underclass.” immediately woven into long-running debates

over immigration policy, racial and ethnic
difference, and the tensions between Islam and
the secular policies of the French state. The
violence on the streets of poor suburbs outsidem®nf French cities was mirrored in slightly
more peaceful confrontations between politiciangrnalists, and scholars from the left and
right, in France, across Europe, in Canada, théedr8tates, and Australia. Susan Sachs,
writing in theGlobe and Mailunder the headline, “The fiery rage of immigram¢mtion,”

nicely summarized the hardening political dividésnterpretation: “Right-wing commentators
and politicians have blamed defiantly unassimilatechigrants from Arab and African countries
for the violence. On the left, the accusationseapeally virulent, pinning the explosion on

Underclassing the Unrest

8 Yet to label the edict as a “declaration” is ratimésleading. Chirac’s decision to invoke theestaft emergency
was read to journalist by a spokesman after a eabieeting, prompting widespread press discusditmneo
significance of how Chirac, a “lover of the spdtlig has withdrawn in the face of this seriousisrte “become the
invisible man.” Elaine Sciolino (2005). “Chirdmver of Spotlight, Avoids Glare of France’s FifesNew York
Times November 10, p. A12. Speculation has focusethemole of internal divisions over how Chirac’$ireet
wishes to respond, on the possible role of a ntilake the 72-year old leader is believed to ha¥kesed in
September, 2005, and the awkward position thatr@ prmminent position might involve for a Presidienthe last
eighteen months of his decade-long presidency.. @hirac has spoken passionately over the yearst, motably

in his presidential campaigns in 1995 and 2002u&thee need to fight crime, create jobs and britigegrowing
gap between rich and poor. But he has never seeamfibrtable in the suburban slums. He even sa@riéans in
1991 that it was ‘not racist to say’ that the imraigf workers of the suburbs were a financial butddfrance, were
disinclined to work and made ‘noise and smell.s Wiords are still quoted there.” Sciolino, “Chirhover of
Spotlight,” p. A12.

° Quoted in Graeme Smith (2005). “France’s ‘Momafritruth.” Globe and Mail November 9, A1, A12, quote
from p. Al.

19 Quoted in Estanislao Oziewicz (2005). “Law Resi@olonial Legacy, Critics Say.Globe and Mail November
9, Al12.

1 Mark Landler (2005). “France Prepares to Deporefgners Guilty of Rioting."New York TimgsNovember 10,
Al2.
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Uprising across the Urban
System. Riots in the suburbs
of Paris as of November 4,
2005. Uprisings spread to
more suburbs and more cities
until French President
Jacques Chirac declared a
state of emergency on
November 9.Source:
Planiglobe (2005). “Paris
Suburb Riots.” Reproduced
under Creative Commons
Attribution 2.5 license, via
Wikimedia Commons.
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cutbacks in social
programs and persistent
unemployment that have
driven France’s have-
nots into open
rebellion.”*? Sachs’
account went on to
review some of the prominent voices in a growirapgnational conversation about the French
model of immigrant integration and assimilation,jiethemphasizes a single, unified French
identity that does not recognize racial, ethnidtural, or religious differenc& And Sachs went
on to describe a specifically urban facet to tldevice, and the contrasting interpretations of its
roots: “But in thecités as the low-income apartment towers are knowrréméh, residents offer
another explanation: an ingrained intolerancedfeersity that they say has created a permanent
underclass*

Underclass Almost immediately, the term became a centrel @lgpopular discourse on the
roots of the unrest. The word became the shorthahdnly for cultural, racial-ethnic, and
religious difference, but also for deviance, extisem rebellious youth behavior, poverty,
exclusion, isolation, alienation, and also for &méire range of meanings and metaphors in the
“urban” itself. TheObserverobserved that the political confusion over howespond to events
that “some French commentators have describedMayal1968’ for France’s immigrant
underclass, underlines a corrosive division in Eresociety” that can be read directly from the
urban landscap¥. The foreign editor folhe Australiartook the opportunity to blame the

2 5achs, “Fiery rage,” p. Al.

13 The French commitment to a model of adaptatiamsimgle, coherent ideal of French identity goefasas to
preclude any formal collection of social data bgerar ethnicity, which would allow measurementr&quality or
discrimination. There is no French equivalentdaiy laws or multicultural policies as in Canaday of
affirmative action programs to rectify the legaéyacism and discrimination as in the United States

4 Sachs, “Fiery rage,” p. Al.

5 The Observe(2005). “Integration has to be Voluntary: Goaati®ties Grow from Strong RootsThe
Observey Editorial Page, November 6, p. 28. The corrodivesion cited by the editors is most clear iniBdia
city divided by a palpable racial barrier. Withiig inner ring road, Paris is almost universallyitetand middle
class. The city's black and Arab population isfowed to the housing projects beyond.”



French welfare state (and its refusal to embrame-fnarket flexibility that would create lots of
low-wage entry-level jobs) for “The Underclass tA& Paris.*® TheHamilton Spectatoeyed
the unease across Western Europe, and took not&/tbence has now struck nearly 300
towns across France in a rampage being viewed Iy s a plea for attention from a neglected
and embittered ethnic underclas$. TheToronto Stamdeclared that “The flames in its urban
ghettos are France’s equivalent of New OrleansyThpresent a wakeup call, a cry of anger
and of pain from its underclas®”The Economissimply declared the riots “An Underclass
Rebellion.®® Near the peak of the violence on November 6Bi&ton Globe’<Colin Nickerson
offered a vivid urban image of Clichy-sous-Boisdaenan incendiary subtitle on the paper’s
front page as the “Islamic underclass vents frtistn&

“Mahmoud Khabou, 20, the jobless son of
Algerian immigrants, knows little of the

The (sub)urban riots were wor_ld beyond _the_concrete housing

“ projects that rise in bleak rows barely an
Ca”ed_ an underclass hour’s subway ride from the Eiffel Tower,
rebellion,” and the youth of the Arc de Triomphe, and other grand
“Islamic underclass” were moments of Paris. Bu'F he knows who is

. ., heroes are. ‘Osama bin Laden and Rodney
compared with America’s King,” he said, referring to the Al Qaeda
“black urban underclass” leader and the African American whose
blamed for “Iooting in New yideotaped beating by I__os Angele:'s police
' in 1991 spawned massive racial riots.

Orle_ans after Hurricane ‘One because he gives pride back to the
Katrina.” Muslims,’ the young man asserted as he

and a trio of friends stood near the charred

ruins of a carpet shop. ‘The other because
he was just a poor man, a ‘nobody man’ of colot,H&ucaused a great city to
burn.”?°

A few days later, th®allas Morning Newsffered another sober diagnosis, warning that
“France’s boiling point” is a symptom of Europeaisis that “will be felt around the globe™:

“When some members of the black urban underclagarbl®oting in New
Orleans after Hurricane Katrina, many French contaters sniffed that America
was reaping its reward for failing to deal with @hic poverty. Well. It might be
tempting to view the destruction wrought across1€eaby thuggish young men --

18 Greg Sheridan (2005). “The Underclass that ArisPaOpinion Page, distributed via Nationwide Nefty
Limited. The AustralianNovember 10, p. 12.

" Cox News Service (2005). “Europe Braces itselfimlence as Rioting in France Intensifies{amilton
Spectator November 8, p. A10.

18 Toronto Star(2005). “France Battles with Questions of IdentitOpinion page.Toronto Star November 8, p.
A19. The Star’s “underclass” line was soon pickpdhrough syndication elsewhere, includinghre Australian
(2005). “France’s Toxic Shock.The AustralianNovember 12, p. 32.

9 The Economist2005). “An Underclass Rebellion: France’s RibtEconomistU.S. Edition. November 12.
20 Colin Nickerson (2005). “Youths’ Poverty, Desphirel Violent Unrest in France; Islamic Undercl¥ests
Frustration.” Boston GlobeNovember 6, p. Al.



nearly all ethnic minorities, many from Arab andié&n immigrant backgrounds
-- as comeuppance. That would be wrong. Fraraggsy is not only pitiable on
its face, but also a profound threat to Americaariests.?*

The rhetorical linkage between Paris and New Odegopeared in many other accounts, and it
was by no means the only urban connection drawinoloy-line journalists, newsroom editors,
opinion columnists, and influential academics. vi@l Roy, a Professor at Paris’ School for
Advanced Studies in the Social Sciences and theaofGlobalized Islanf? argued that

“The rioting in Paris and other French cities heto a lot of interpretations and
comments, most of them irrelevant. Many see tb&ewnce as religiously
motivated, the inevitable result of unchecked inmatigpn from Muslim countries;
for others the rioters are simply acting out ofgeance at being denied their
cultural heritage or a fair share in French soci@yt the reality is that there is
nothing particularly Muslim, or even French, abthg violence. Rather, we are
witnessing the temporary rising up of one smalt pha Western underclass
culture that reaches from Paris to London
to Los Angeles and beyond®
The New York Times syndicated

columnist David Brooks And in the most vivid and incendiary
interpretation, the indefatigable conservative

Sugg_eSted th_at “poor yc_)ung columnist David Brooks declared that the entire
Muslim men in places like situation was really about “Gangsta, in French”;

France, Britain, and maybe )

h Idb d” r After 9/11, everyone knew there was
even the world beyona” Were  ging to be a debate about the future of
finding “their self-respect by  Islam. We just didn't know the debate

embracing the poses and would be between Osama bin Laden and
Tupac Shakur. Yet those seem to be the

worldview of American h|p'h0p lifestyle alternatives that are really on offer
and gangsta rap.” for poor young Muslim men in places like
France, Britain, and maybe even the world
beyond. A few highly alienated and
fanatical young men commit themselves to
the radical Islam of bin Laden. But most find theslf-respect by embracing the
poses and worldview of American hip-hop and gangmpa®

Brooks, writing for an American audience reading @p-Ed page of thidew York Timesvent

on to offer a racialized, pop-cultural behaviorakage between the uprising in the poor
suburban public housing projects of the suburl®awis and the pervasive American stereotype
of the poor inner-city projects in many U.S. cities

2 Dallas Morning News (2005). “France’s Boiling Boi Crisis in Europe Will be Felt Around the GlgbeDallas
Morning News November 10.

22 Olivier Roy (2004).Globalized Islam: The Search for a New Umméltew York: Columbia University Press.
2 Olivier Roy (2005). “Get French or Die TryingNew York Timepinion/Editorial Page, November 9, p. 27.
%4 David Brooks (2005). “Gangsta, in FrenchNew York TimeOpinion/Editorial Page, November 10, p. A31.



“One of the striking things about the scenes fraanEe is how thoroughly the
rioters have assimilated hip-hop and rap cultdt's.not only that they use the
same hand gestures as American rappers, wearrtieecdathes and necklaces,
play the same video games and sit with the sante gbcar stereos at full blast.
It's that they seem to have adopted the same mige@ggerated manhood, the
same attitudes about women, money, and the polibey seem to have
replicated the same sort of gang culture, the samentic visions of gunslinging
drug dealers. ... American ghetto life, at leagp@srayed in rap videos, now
defines for the poor, young, and disaffected whataans to be oppressed.
Gangsta resistance is the most compelling modéidorto rebel against that
oppression. If you want to stand up and fight Wran, the Notorious B.1.G.
shows the way. ... In other words, what we arengei@i France will be familiar to
anyone who watched gangsta culture rise in thisitgu You take a population
of young men who are oppressed by racism and wdeliiaited opportunities,
and you present them with a culture that encourdges to become exactly the
sort of people the bigots think they are -- and gallithis proud self-assertion
and empowerment. You take men who are alreadyestesph by the police
because of their color, and you romanticize ansberage criminality so they will
be really despised and mistreated. You tell theefy oppression by embracing
self-destruction®

What is the ‘underclass’? What makes it urban?aWdne the origins and implications of the
images, metaphors, and explanations that circulstesidely in media portrayals of the riots in
France’s cities? This is a story of a word entermddle age and dragging a heavy load of
theoretical, political, and ideological baggage thaes not fit safely in the overhead
compartment.

Here’s a brief summary. The term ‘underclassyadticed to describe surprising features of
America’s post-World War Il boom in the 1950s a®$Qs, was soon popularized and woven
into policy and theoretical debates over Americeoan problems and the legacy of racial and
economic barriers in urban housing markets. Exgtlans rooted in a structural conception of
urban poverty soon gave way to a well-orchestratetservative political movement that
advanced a behavioral, culture-of-poverty set plaxations. This conservative victory
transformed American social policy in the 1990 by the end of the decade the term
“underclass” and its theoretical assumptions hawive a central feature of urban debates in
Canada, Britain, Australia, and many other coustri€oday, the word occupies a paradoxical
position: journalists use it to signal a sophattc understanding of the roots of a particular
urban problem; but when stripped out of its thaoa&t historical, and geographical context, the
word is vulnerable to multiple and contradictortepretations.

% Brooks, “Gangsta,” p. A31.



A Word is Born

Primary sources matter. As | type the first dedifthis essay® a Lexis-Nexis search identifies
thirty-six uses of the term “underclass” in majems outlets in the last week alone, ranging
from theBangor Daily NewgMaine) toThe AustraliantheToronto Stay London’s suite of
dailies (theFinancial TimesthelndependenttheDaily Mail, theObservey, The Nation
(Pakistan), théNew York Timesand thewall Street Journal’ But in late 1962 and early 1963,
Gunnar Myrdal had no convenient Lexis-Nexis withietto search the ever-accelerating global
flows of discourse in national and internationalveeutlets for the use of such terms as
“underclass.” Myrdal had practiced law after graithg from the Law School of Stockholm
University in 1923; he was later elected and reteld to the Swedish Senate, served on the

) Board of the Bank of Sweden, chaired Sweden’s

In early 1962, the Swedish Post-War Planning Commission, and served as

economist Gunnar Myrda| was Sweden’s Minister of Commerce. He was also a

brilliant scholar, completing a doctorate in
DUZZIed by the paradox of economics at Stockholm in 1927 before studying

persistent poverty amidst the  for periods in Germany and Britain and then

unprecedented growth and undertaking research and writing in the United
States first as a Rockefeller fellow (1929-1930)

wealth of the U_mted States. Heand then on studies commissioned by the
used the Swedish term for lowetamegie Corporation of New York (1938-1944)
class — “underclass” — to and the Twentieth Century Fund (1957-1960).
. By 1961 he was back in Sweden, appointed as a
desc_rlbe the problem of Professor of International Economics at
persistent unemployment and  stockholm University® Yet his rich expertise
Seemingly permanent poverty. on international economics and distinctive
features of America’s economy kept him in high
demand on the left bank of the Atlantic River,
and in 1962 and 1963 he delivered a series of
lectures to U.S. audiences: in January, 196ddCouncil on Foreign Relations in New York;
in April, to the Council on Foreign Affairs in S&mancisco; in June, at Howard University in
Washington, DC; and finally, a series of threedees in April, 1963 to audiences at the
University of California, Berkeley. These lecturesre subsequently assembled into a book
published a€hallenge to Affluenc®

Myrdal was fascinated by the intersection of quémarkable historical circumstances in
America at the time: rapid productivity growthuégg from the efficiencies of automation in
production, rapid transformations in the skills autlicational levels of the workforce, and the
dramatic pump-priming effects of billions of dobanf Cold War military expenditures. Yet all
of this wealth and technological triumph had thasfailed to reduce the persistently high rates

*® November 12, 2005.

2" Update, November 13, 2007: thirty appearancéiseoferm in major world newspapers in the last week

28 Assar Lindbeck, ed. (1992). “Biography of Guniyrdal.” Nobel Lectures, Economics 1969-198ingapore:
World Scientific Publishing Company. Reprinted aadsed, available at http://nobelprize.org/ecomsm974.
Myrdal was awarded the Nobel Prize in economickdiid, ironically sharing a joint prize with his aegical
adversary, the conservative icon Friedrich Augost Mayek.

29 Gunnar Myrdal (1963)Challenge to AffluenceNew York: Pantheon.



of unemployment and poverty in the nation. Myndak deeply troubled by the “problem of
poverty in the midst of plenty and of the operatidra vicious circle tending to create in
America an unprivileged class of unemployed, unewygibles, and underemployed who are
more and more hopelessly set apart from the natitarge and do not share in its life, its
ambitions, and its achievemenf8."This was not simply a problem of unemploymeet se
much was known about the statistical details of timlyrand annual fluctuations in joblessness,
he emphasized, but

“Less often observed and commented upon is theeterydof the changes
underway to trap an ‘under-cla¥sof unemployed and, gradually, unemployable
and under- employed persons and families at thetotf a society, while for the
majority of people above
that layer the increasingly
democratic structure of the
educational system creates
ever more real liberty and
equality of opportunity... ¥

Gunnar Myrdal , (right), with his wife
Alva, in 1934. Source: Unknown author,
public domain image, via Wikimedia
Commons.

30 Myrdal, Challenge p. 10.

31 Myrdal’s first use of the term in his text meritad explanatory footnote, in which he explaine@ihé word
‘under-class’ does not seem to be used in EnglistAmerica where, as opinion polls over severabdes show,
the great majority reckon themselves as ‘middiss;lahis is particularly understandable on idemabgrounds.
Nevertheless, the term will be used in this boothasonly one adequate to the social reality dseds Myrdal,
Challenge p. 34.

32 Myrdal, Challenge p. 34.
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Myrdal, who began a preface to the book with aqeakplea on behalf of the values “which |
once defined as the ‘American Creed,’ the radedls of the Enlightenment to which America
has conservatively adhere®f hevertheless saw the longstanding American idieahkimited
possibilities, of upward mobility that would alloany one to rise from the bottom to the top, as
“always something of a myth”:

“...the opportunity to rise in society, or evemtaintain a decent and respectable
level of living and to participate in the natiomjeneral culture and the solution of
its problems, was not always that open in the algsd Great masses of people
had no possibility of sharing in the American imajddiberty and opportunity of
rising economically and socially. This appliedhe cotton farming Negro
tenants in the South, the white hillbillies not $auth of Washington, D.C., and
similar groups of poor whites elsewhere in the ¢oyrihe migrant workers on
the big California farms, ... the workers in theestshops in the cities, ...[and] the
new immigrants in the city slums, handicapped imynaays, who often suffered
] . miserable hardships before they came into
Myrdal identified the their own.*

emergence of structural shifts
For Myrdal, the common fate of all of these

In th_e econo_my - aUtOm_atlon’ different “great masses” of people was bound up
and increasing competition with structural shifts in the nature of production

amongst workers forced to that were eliminating the need for workers:

. “...there is something threatening in the very
obtain more and more formal recent changes” involving “the displacement of

educational credentials —that unskilled and even of much skilled labor.” The
were displacing more and moreincreasingly sophisticated organization and

. stratification of economic institutions, along with
workers. Unskilled WOI’keI‘S, the intensified competitive increase in

and even some highly skilled  educational and credentialing systems and
workers, were being rendered accelerated automation,

redundant. For many, ) “has continued steadily downward, first
unemployment was becoming to middle positions and then to ever lower
chronic or even permanent. strata of employees in industry and
commerce, until it is now beginning to
make unskilled and many skilled workers
redundant. This is a new threat. For when thege® has proceeded that far,
without a parallel change for educating and trartime whole labor force to
correspond to the new demands, there is no longevast space left beneath for
economic advance and social mobility.... Thoseneeded are true ‘outcasts.’
They simply become unemployed, and indeed largeémployable, or
underemployed>®

3 Myrdal, Challenge p. v.
34 Myrdal, Challenge p. 36.
3 Myrdal, Challenge pp. 37-38.
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More than a generation before most others undaidstb@at was happening, Myrdal had
glimpsed the underside of the postindustrial sereiconomy, shaped by a polarized labor force
of well-paid, highly-skilled professionals versussuilled workers competing for a steadily
shrinking share of available employment opportesiti Industrial transformations were

“closing all good jobs and soon almost all

those who happen to be born in regions,
most others understood what |ycajities, or economic and social strata

was happening, Myrdal where education and training for life and

identified the dangerous work in this new America are not
provided as a normal thing. For the larger

underside of the postindustrial part of America there is social and
service economy. economic mobility through the
educational system. Beneath that level a
line is drawn to an ‘under-class.” That
class line becomes demarcated as a caste
Three features distinguish line, since the children in this class tend
Myrdal’s analysis of the to becor}rsléa as poorly endowed as their
parents.
underclass:

Myrdal warned of the social consequences of the

1. The problem is the result of transformation of America’s industrial structure.
’ . ) “Crime, prostitution, and all sorts of shady ways
structural economic change: passing time will thrive* when

individual behavioral problems unemployment persists, and joblessness is
are the result of poverty, not its especially_damaging for th(_e young, _“and even
more particularly when their educational and

cause. cultural level is low.?® Myrdal viewed
proposals for greatly increased unemployment
2 The problem is benefits as unwise: “apart from their lack of

. . political realism, such proposals underestimate
geographically diverse — from  pow unhealthy and destructive it is for anybody
the agricultural poverty of the in the national culture to go idle and live more

rural South to the sweatshops permanently on doles. ... Work .. is, if not always

g a pleasure, the basis for self-respect and a
of the cities. dignified life.”®

3. The problem is racially and
ethnically diverse

36 Myrdal, Challenge p. 38.
37 Myrdal, Challenge p. 40.
38 Myrdal, Challenge p. 40.
39 Myrdal, Challenge p. 41.
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From Structural to Behavioral Explanations

Notice three important aspects of Myrdal's accoufitst, note how it emphasizes the structural
roots of the problem: for him, underlying economi@nges that have diminished the supply of
suitable job opportunities are at fault. His asa&ydoes identify some of the behavioral
problems that can be expected among those whdamized by structural economic change;
but individual behavioral problems are the resualbt the cause, of povertysecond, the account
) does not single out any particular kind of
In the 1970s, many American geography associated with the ‘under-class’; the

scholars, journalists, and victims of structural unemployment and under-
. . employment include African American

pOlItlcal operatives sharecroppers in the piedmont South, white coal-

transformed thetructural miners in the highlands of Kentucky and West

problem of the underclass into Virginia; and workers in the “sweatshops in the
cities.” Third, note that the underclass includes

a b_ehaworalter_m with eXp|ICIt people from a variety of racial and ethnic
racial connotations: the identities. Ultimately, Myrdal's use of the term

underclass were redefined as Wwas inextricable with his sense that the American
economy was leading to fundamental changes in

poor, iInner-city blacks “who its class structurgalthough he might have had
behaved in criminal, deviant, orsome passing interest in describing unique aspects
jUSt non-middle class Ways.” of who the ur_lderclass members were and wha_lt
they were doinghe was much more interested in
the long-term economic shifts that were making it
The influential idea of the impossible for some people to survive in an

“culture of poverty” had been increasingly competitive society

explicitly racialized and linked Myrdal's underclass, derived from a Swedish
to the problems of cities. term for “lower class,” was introduced in his
lectures at Berkeley in 1963, and, of course, én th
subsequent book collection. A few years later,
others began to pick up the term, and thus its
singular meaning began to evolve in multiple
directions?® At first, a few analysts on the left began to BBedal’s term in explicitly racial
terms, and after the long hot summer of urban moteany U.S. cities in 1967, leftist portrayals
evolved in ways that viewed African Americans as sburce of a possible vanguard
revolutionary rolé”! Within a few years the term was adopted by atslys the right; in 1973,
a group of criminologists writing in the conservatoutletThe Public Interestvarned of the
appearance of a new, “dangerous black undercfasas the distinguished urban sociologist
Herbert Gans summarizes, this “began the inteld@nd ideological transformation of

*9 This etymology is based on Herbert J. Gans (19%)om ‘Underclass’ to ‘Undercaste’: Some Obséiors
about the Future of the Postindustrial Economyitsmilajor Victims.” International Journal of Urban and
Regional Research7(3), 327-335.

*1T. Kahn (1964).The Economies of EqualityNew York: League for Industrial Economy; J. betf (1968).
Class, Race, and LaboiOxford: Oxford University Press.

*2\W. Moore, C. Livermore, and G. Galland, Jr. (1973)oodlawn: The Zone of DestructionThe Public
Interest30, 41-59.
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Myrdal’'s term, and by the end of the 1970s, thanksart to Oscar Lewis’s writings about the
culture of poverty and Edward Banfield's about‘tber class,” American journalists had
turned ‘underclass’ into a behavioral term. Irsthew version, it referred to poor people, again
mostly black, who behaved in criminal, deviantjust non-middle-class ways.”

Oscar Lewis was an anthropologist, whose 1961 bbloé,Children of Sanchedrew
widespread attention among scholars and policgsliBased on fieldwork and ethnographies
with poor families in Mexico, Lewis identified a @@ range of practices that developed among
communities, families, and individuals for whom pay had become a permanent condition,
with no clear opportunity for escape. Families amtividuals begin to adopt views and social
practices that help them to adapt, and to makessaithe poverty they face. For people living
in severe poverty, for example, it's hard to have
The idea of @ulture of faith in the official messages promoted by the

. elite -- that one can get ahead by practicing self-

povertywas quickly adopted  restraint, obeying the law, thinking about the

by conservative scholars and long-term, planning for savings, education, and

politicians It was distorted the opportunities for the next generation. For
i communities facing severe, long-term poverty,

and abused so much that the  these messages seem irrelevant or even deceptive

man who coined the phrase, and dangerous: education becomes harder to

Oscar Lewis. wrote. “| access, law-abiding residents are routinely
. T victimized by criminals (including corrupt police
take exception to the trend in o other government officials), and long-term

some studies to identify the savings are wiped out by financial crises or

lower class almost exclusively government edicts. In a world shaped by_
poverty, it makes much more sense to reject

with vice, crime, and juvenile  mainstream values, to live for today, and to adopt
delinquency.” But it was values that help to make sense of the realities of

aIready too late: the culture poverty in a family’s daily existenc@.
' Unfortunately, those values -- say, a preference

of poverty had become the for living for the present, an acceptance that

dominant explanation for some crime may be necessary for survival, and
poverty an emphasis on keeping a strong sense of

' community with other poor neighbors rather than
trying to build connections with middle-class or
wealthy outsiders -- will then make it much harfterpeople to escape poverty. The culture of
adapting to survive in a world of poverty begingemforce and reproduce poverty.

Lewis’s ideas on the culture of poverty spread kjyiamong policy elites, especially in the
United States. The idea was distorted in a bandlincorrect shorthand that blamed the poor
for their behaviors and decisions -- their ‘cultofgpoverty.” Lewis tried to clarify that this was
not what he meant:

3 Oscar Lewis (1961)The Children of SancheNew York: Random House. See Also Oscar Let®68). “The
Culture of Poverty.”Societyl(1), 17-19.
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“I should ... like to take exception to the trendsome studies to identify the
lower class almost exclusively with vice, crimegguavenile delinquency, as if
most poor people were thieves, beggars, ruffiansderers or prostitutes.
Certainly, in my own experience in Mexico, | foumdst of the poor decent,
upright, courageous and lovable human beirtgs.”

But it was already too late. The “culture of pdy&mwas well on its way to becoming one of the
most powerful and influential concepts ever to cameof anthropology. Its power came from
its ambiguity: while Lewis understood the concapta subtle, multi-faceted social and historical
phenomena, it could also be distorted and sumnthaasily for wealthy and middle-class
people, who could then view the intractable probtdrpoverty as having nothing to do with

their wealth, privilege, or opportunity. For wésitand middle-class people, poverty became a
simple problem: it's the undeserving poor, theéuwel of poverty. Their behavior -- their culture
-- needs to change.

The “underclass” term was added to the mix of plipular and policy discussion in the 1970s.
In 1977, TimeMagazine published a lengthy article titled “Thmérican Underclass” that
painted an extreme, vivid stereotype of the blaxier city:

“Behind the [ghetto’s] crumbling walls lives a la&rgroup of people who are
more intractable, more socially alien and more it@#tan almost anyone had
imagined. They are the unreachables: the Ameucakerclass....Their bleak
environment nurtures values that are often at edtfsthose of the majority —
even the majority of the poor. Thus the undergaesluces a highly
disproportionate number of the nation’s juveniléirdpients, school dropouts,
drug addicts and welfare mothers, and much of ¢ttt arime, family disruption,
urban decay and demand for social expenditutes.”

A few years later, the journalist Ken Auletta pab&d an eminently readable and engaging — and
yet deeply problematic — series of articles onstiigiect in, of all place§he New Yorkef®

Auletta’s articles were published in 1982 as a battdd simplyThe Underclass Auletta began
with a simple question: “who are those people metihe bulging crime, welfare, and drug

4 Lewis, “Culture of Poverty,” p. 18.

*5 Time Magazing1977). “The Underclass.” August 28, 14-27, guobm p. 14, 15; cited in Michael B. Katz
(1993). “The Urban ‘Underclass’ as a Metaphor @fi8l Transformation.” In Michael B. Katz, edhe
‘Underclass’ Debates: Views from HistorfPrinceton: Princeton University Press, 3-2tticn on p. 4.

*8 The irony lies in the sharp contrast between natitim and impact. Auletta wanted to understandatere of
what is universally understood as a center-leficga@xperiment, the “Great Society” and “War on &ay”
announced by Democratic President Lyndon Johns@f64 that lasted only four years; Auletta’s reskavas also
helped by Mitchell Sviridoff, then a vice-presideithe moderately liberal Ford Foundation. Butefta’'s
influential book was part of the analytical andtdnieal transformation that allowed the conservatight to begin
the task of dismantling key elements of Johnsom&aGSociety. Auletta seemed to anticipate thssidity as his
book went to press: the employment training pnogran by the Manhattan-based Manpower Demonstration
Research Corporation, which provided the “undestlasembers that Auletta interviewed between Decertibé9
and June 1980, lost all its funding on Decemberl381. “Many of the twenty-one sites around thiéomshave
already shut down. ... There is grand irony iroathis, for the Reagan administration would berdépg itself of
the kind of low-cost community-based, researchnabei@ programs their press releases extol.” Kerettai(1982).
The Underclass New York: Random House, p. xviii.
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statistics — and the all-too-visible rise in antisb behavior — that afflicts most American cities?
| wondered what the effect the Great Society ahérogovernment initiatives had had, and why
antisocial behavior grew as government efforteteve poverty also grew.” Auletta’s
discussions with poverty experts and policymakaughht him that

“...among students of poverty there is little digggnent that a fairly distinct
black and white underclass does exist; that thiketelass generally feels
excluded from society, rejects commonly acceptddeg suffers from
behavioralas well as incomdeficiencies They don't just tend to be poor; to
most Americans their behavior seems aberrghnt.”

Auletta’s interviews with participants in a non-firgobs-training program, and his review of the
existing research on poverty, led him to belie\a th

“There are no precise numbers on this, but an a9 million Americans do
not assimilate. They are the underclass. Gegesp#aking, they can be grouped
into four distinct categories: (a), thassive poqgrusually long-term welfare
recipients; (b) théaostilestreet criminals who terrorize most cities, anchwaie
often school dropouts and drug addicts; (c)hthstlers who, like street criminals,
may not be poor and who earn their livelihood iruaderground economy, but
rarely commit violent crimes; (d) theaumatizeddrunks, drifters, homeless
shopping-bag ladies and released mental patierasdneuently roam or collapse
on city streets*®

Auletta’s account offered a rich, street-level agtdbased on the voices and experiences of
dozens of individuals who shared intimate detdilheir lives. The contingencies of individual
experiences led Auletta to regard the generalinataf social science with an appropriate level
of caution:

“It does not take too long to learn that too maayegrty experts ... generalize
about people they barely know. | learned thateh&ioften a political or
ideological reason for this. Liberals have a stak@aming society for creating
an underclass, and therefore urge government enidon. Conservatives have a
stake in blaming individuals for their poverty, amgrefore strive to keep
government small®

Even as early as 1982 when Auletta’s book appedre@s clear that “The subject of the
underclass is like a political battle zor8.’Auletta could not have anticipated how violend an
serious these battles would become. Over thetmextiecades, a theoretical and ideological

war raged over the issue of the underclass; bytithis, the problem was understood almost
exclusively in terms of inner-city African Americein Moreover, most of the structural elements
of Myrdal’s original conception were lost amidsincerns over what came to be described as the

*7 Auletta,Underclass xiv, emphasis in original.
*8 Auletta, Underclass xvi.

“9 Auletta, Underclassp. xvi.

%0 Auletta,Underclass p. xvii.
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“tangle of pathology” evident from behavioral indiors on crime, drug use, high-school
dropouts, births to unmarried teenage mothersjargiterm welfare dependency. There were
two distinct fronts in this war: one in the readfracademic social science, the other in the arena
of politics and public policy.

Urban Underclass, Disappeared.This is the South Side of Chicago, looking naethe downtown core (also
called “the Loop”). The wide highway is the DanaRyExpressway, hamed after a former Congressional
representative. Just east of the highway is a astermnail line, which went through an old slum froie early
twentieth century. One observer wrote in 1945, émlyou see these Negro families huddled togetkerchttle in
dilapidated wood sheds, garages, make-shift hutierobold lumber, old tin signs, cardboard, andteter could
be picked up and fastened together as a sheltegamot help but realize that, rotten and deplerad all slum
areas are, the ‘Black Belt’ of Chicago beats thémlzen it comes to Misery at its worst!” The FealeStreet slum
was demolished in the late 1950s, to make wayédar subsidized housing, built in a long parade xtesin-story
towers in two large developments -- the Robert dialomes and Stateway Gardens. The towers stcefohe
more than a mile -- on the land now covered wittabrexpanses of green grass. By the 1970s, tHerTFdgmes
and Stateway Gardens had become material and sgnelspkessions of America’s “urban underclass,” ey
were demolished beginning in 1998. (The 1945 quoiees from Louis Kurtz, quoted in Harold M. Mayerd
Richard C. Wade (1969)Chicago: Growth of a MetropolisChicago: University of Chicago Press, p. 378.).
Photograph by Elvin Wyly, July 2010.
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Social Science and The Truly Disadvantaged

The first battleground of understanding and intetgion involved social science debates over
the origins of the underclass. Scholars from eewahge of disciplines had been studying
persistent urban poverty for many years, of cowasd,scores of studies focused specifically on
the disproportionate rates of poverty among Afriéamnericans living in segregated inner-city
ghettos in the large industrial cities of the Naatid the Midwest.

The contextfor this social science literature is easy to samipe>* In the decades after the First
World War, millions of blacks migrated away fronetlepressed and exploitative agricultural
economies of the Mississippi delta and rural piedihb@unties across the South; they sought
opportunities in the expanding industries of Nomtheties, but faced severe discrimination and
exclusion both in labor and housing markets. Jabket exclusion began to change
significantly in the early 1940s, though, was theese labor shortages of the Second World War
led many northern industries to hire blacks forfitst time. These new job opportunities
encouraged more migration from the rural Soutthéourban Nort? And yet even with the
limited opportunities available in the War yearschks faced severe exclusion and
discrimination (much of it quite violent) in theuising market. As the African American
population grew in Northern and Midwestern citieghie 1940s, housing markets became deeply
polarized by segregation, discrimination, and wHigght to the expanding suburbs. Moreover,
the opening provided by the wartime labor shortggesed temporary; most industries sought
to exclude blacks from the best job opportunitieseo(white) soldiers returned to civilian life
after 1945, and most of the larger labor uniongh(their predominantly white constituencies)
were complicit in this exclusion. Simultaneoushitihe postwar economic expansion, however,
northern manufacturing underwent a rapid successighifts that restructured the technology
and geography of production (and hence employmekgsembly-line automation reduced the
demand for unskilled labor. More sophisticatedigapent and production processes required
fewer workers, and increasingly these positioneeweserved for those who had been able to
invest in longer periods of apprentice traininguo had the protection of union seniority rules.
These new production processes also required nawwduction facilities, and so in dozens of
cities, old inner-city factories were shutteredcaspanies opened new high-tech factories in the
suburbs. Sagging demand for entry-level manufaxgwrorkers, and rapid suburbanization of
employment, hit inner-city African American commties hard. Severe intergenerational
inequalities by race made it difficult or impossilbbr blacks to compete with whites as the labor
market required ever higher levels of formal ediocetl attainment, a dilemma that worsened as
a larger share of new job growth favored servickigtries over goods-producing sectors.
Pervasive white discrimination made it extremeRidilt for blacks to adjust to the new
employment landscape. African Americans were gsirggly isolated in crowded inner-city
housing markets that had little functional conracto the nearby office jobs (typically

requiring college degrees) that were proliferatmgowntown skyscrapers; but these inner-city
districts were also increasingly distant from tharking supply of entry-level manufacturing
jobs that were going ever farther out into the shbu Key elements of this story can be

> For the best overview of this context, and itevehce to contemporary policy debates in the 19/8B0)s, and
1990s, See Katz, ed’he Underclass Debates

*2 See Jacqueline Jones (1993). “Southern Diasprigins of the Northern ‘Underclass.” In Micha®l Katz,
ed., The Underclass Debate®7-54.
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glimpsed through some of the phrases used in Mgr@dlallenge to Affluencef course, but
his primary concerns dealt with national and int¢ional economic processes.

The Grandmothers’ Garden. This is one of the last towers from the RobertldraHomes - Stateway Gardens
public housing complexes, before they were all destned. Photograph by Elvin Wyly, March 2006.

Dozens of sociologists, geographers, and even aifean economists sought to understand
various elements of this urban transformation. iBiuhe 1970s and 1980s, one scholar’s
perspective came to play a central role in the gmgrunderclass debates. William Julius
Wilson, a sociologist at the University of Chicagothored a rich and provocative analysis in
1978 under the curious titl®he Declining Significance of Rate Wilson believed that the
limited and small-scale legal and legislative viete achieved by the African American civil
rights movement had created an unprecedented @frgyportunities. The federal government’s
response to the discrimination challenged by thig eghts organizers of the 1960s included
outlawing housing discrimination, and also (undattain limited circumstances) “affirmative

>3 William Julius Wilson (1978).The Declining Significance of Rac€hicago: The University of Chicago Press.
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action” policies designed to rectify past histomdsliscrimination by specifying measurable
goals and timetables for minority representatiofirms’ hiring and promotion practices.
Wilson’s research in the 1970s led him to belig¢kerefore, that the coming years would bring a
welcome expansion in the ranks of the black midtdss, as more African Americans moved to
the suburbs, gained access to prestigious unives;sand worked their ways into better
professional jobs; yet he was also troubled byp#rsistence of poverty among African
Americans, and he believed that the benefits ohtw legal climate were limited mostly to
people in the middle class. For Wilson, then,18@0s demanded a shift in focus: with the
declining significance of racéne contended, analysts need to pay closer attetatitherising
significance of class. The Declining Significané&aceattracted some attention in sociology,
but nothing unusual by the standards of sociahseienquiry. But his next book was different.
Reporting on several years of careful researchinmg analyses of census data and interviews
with residents of Chicago’s inner-city African Aniean neighborhoodghe Truly
Disadvantagedvas published in 1987 and “quickly became the nmdktential scholarly book

on contemporary American poverty:”Wilson diagnosed the problem of concentratedmnrba
poverty as the product of structural changes tleewnagnified by the flight of a newly
upwardly-mobile black middle class, all resultimgai cycle of joblessness that encouraged
‘pathological’ behaviors of those left behind:

“African American middle- and working-class famsiehe argued, had abandoned inner-city
ghettos to ‘a heterogeneous grouping of families
and individuals who are outside the mainstream of
the American occupational system.” They were
the underclass: ‘individuals who lack training and
skills and either experience long-term
unemployment or are not members of the labor
force, individuals who are engaged in street crime
and other forms of aberrant behavior, and families
that experience long-term spells of poverty and/or
welfare dependency.” For him, underclass
signified ‘the groups ... left behind,” who were
‘collectively different from those that lived in
these neighborhoods in earlier years.”

William Julius Wilson (left), accepting an award from the director @ tfational Institutes of Health. Source:
NIH Record(2001), public domain image from the U.S. Natioimatitutes of Health.

¥ Katz, “Underclass’ as Metaphor,” p. 17. Williahlius Wilson (1987).The Truly Disadvantaged: The Inner
City, the Underclass, and Public PolicZhicago: University of Chicago Press.
%5 Katz, “Underclass’ as Metaphor,” p. 17. Wilsdrruly Disadvantagedp. 41.
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As with Myrdal before him, Wilson emphasized theistural roots of the problem: long-term
joblessness and disconnection from the labor feesered the social and institutional
connections so crucial, especially for young peoipleesponse to the disappearance of
mainstream opportunity, illicit and undergroundiates (as well as reliance on public
assistance) became the only viable option. Monegeklessness was the root of the high rates
of teenage births that had become a major publicypooncern since the mid-1960s:

“High rates of out-of-wedlock births and female-tied families also troubled
Wilson greatly. They too, he argued, resulted fstractural conditions. Partly,
along with crime, they reflected the age structirdne population, which was
relatively young. Even more, they emerged froml#la& of marriageable men.
Wilson used the high proportion of young African énecan men out of work, in
jail, in the armed forces, or murdered to develomae marriageable pool index’
that showed the scarcity of potential spouses danyg African American women.
He predicted that increased employment for Afriéamerican men will decrease
out-of-wedlock births and single-headed familig%.”

Wilson’s analysis was deeply influential: he wéesac that structural economic changes were at
the root of the problem; but he also devoted carsaiole efforts to responding to the growing
conservative argument, first elaborated in the #880s, that inner-city African Americans were
suffering from a distinctive “culture of povertyfiat maintained high rates of joblessness, crime,
births to unmarried mothers, and reliance on pudgstance. Wilson believed that social
scientists on the left, who refused even to discusgudy problematic behaviors in inner-city
African American neighborhoods, had thereby cededmy to conservatives in the realm of
public policy. The Truly Disadvantagewas an extraordinary attempt to synthesize threxdib
and radical argument (emphasizing structural problen the economy) with the mounting
empirical evidence repeatedly cited by conservat{decumenting crime, violence, out-of-
wedlock births, etc.). Wilson’s framework inspirigdrally hundreds of studies, many of them
drawing inspiration from the econometric approaatfagrban economics, the neighborhood
‘ecology’ approach of the Chicago School of Soagloand the analytical urban geography
methodology of mapping and modeling. Many of thetselies were motivated by pure, basic
research questions (that is, driven by the cusiasfithe independent academic researcher,
without questions and methods being dictated frbove); but a growing number of think-tanks
and foundations began to sponsor underclass résgaan attempt to influence public policy
debates. In 1987, the Rockefeller Foundation retgaethat the Social Science Research
Council establish a Committee on the Urban Undssclgielding among other things an
influential book published by the centrist Brooksnigstitution®” The SSRC and the Urban
Institute both undertook expensive and laboriowgegts to process the enormous volumes of
data from the U.S. Census of Population and Housirtgrive easily-compared measures of
various neighborhood and individual characteristieg could be used to estimate the size and
location of ‘underclass’ individuals and ‘underdaseighborhoods. Depending on the
definitions used by various analysts, the totalomatl estimate of the underclass population

5 Wilson, Truly Disadvantagedpp. 83-92; Summarized in Katz, “Underclass’ astdphor,” p. 18.
*" See Katz, ‘Underclass’ as Metaphor,” pp. 18-1%istbpher Jencks and Paul E. Peterson, eds. (199#).
Urban Underclass Washington, DC: Brookings Institution.
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ranged from about 500,000 to more than 4 milfbhe resulting databases, widely distributed
among urban researchers, generated an enormousoWwstvglies documenting the location,
expansion, and timing of changes in the compositidhe inner-city districts of dozens of U.S.
metropolitan areas. Analysts examined the dynaofip®verty rates, unemployment, female-

o . . , headed households, and, of course, variations on
William ‘JUI"'_IS Wilson’s bOOk’ Wilson’s “male marriageable pool index.” A
The Truly Disadvantaged persistent finding in many of these studies

emphasized the structural involved an “ecological” complex of indicators of

. deprivation, isolation, and behavioral problems:
changes in the economy that city neighborhoods that had high rates of poverty

were creating permanent also tended to have the highest rates of high-

unemployment and poverty -- school dropouts, single-mother households,
giving rise to a ‘tangle of unemployment, and reliance on public assistance.

pathologies’ of crime and other But as this research flowered in the pages of high-

deviant behavior in the inner  quality (but sometimes obscure) academic journals
. in the late 1980s and early 1990s, a remarkable

city. shift had already taken place inside the halls of
prominent think tanks working to influence public
But accepting Wilson’s policy. In 1988, two of the researchers who

. worked on the Urban Institute project to measure
structural eXpIanatlonS would the size of the underclass opened their article by

have required radical economiCdescribing their work as an effort to create “an
changes that would be deep|y operational definition of the underclass that is

consistent with the emphasis of most of the
unpopular among the Wealthy underclass literature on behavior rather than

and the middle classes. poverty.®
Wilson’s analysis of the ‘tangle
of pathologies,’ by contrast,

was Wildly popular. Political It was more than a wild exaggeration to say that

operatives seized on parts of “most of the underclass literature” emphasized
. ) . . “behavior rather than poverty.” The only way this
Wilson’s work to justify statement became true was if “the underclass

dramatic shifts in the treatment iiterature” was defined to exclude scholars who
of poor individuals, families, criticized the concept and its abuses. Many

. scholars questioned the emphasis on behavioral
and nelghborhOOdS' pathologies -- especially if these were separated
from their underlying structural economic origins.
But among those working in think tanks and pubbdqy institutes, behavioral theorielgl
dominate the conversation. And think tanks andipyiolicy institutes were crucial in political

F?

%8 Katz, “Underclass’ as Metaphor,” p. 18. Urbasstitute (1990).Underclass Data BaseWashington, DC:
Urban Institute. John D. Kasarda (1998)kban Under Class DatabaseéNew York: Social Sciences Research
Council.

% Erol R. Ricketts and Isabel V. Sawhill (1988). efining and Measuring the Underclassdurnal of Policy
Analysis and Managemen(2), 316-325.
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decisions in Washington, DC. In the 1990s, undssctesearch shaped federal policy debates
over how to reform various government programsdir@ss poverty -- especially public housing
and welfare.

Counting the Underclass
Selected estimates of the size of the U.S. undercla

Percentage of

Indicator Date Number U.S. population
Persistently poor, excluding the elderly and disdbl 1985 8 million 3.5
People in poverty for at least 5 years between H&i71973 1967-1973 10.6 million 5.3
Population living in extreme poverty neighborho@dbere poverty rates are 40% or more) 1980 5.57aonilli 3.1
Population living in neighborhoods classified asderclass" tracts 1980 2.48 million 1.4

Source: Modified and adapted from Erol R. Ricketis Isabel V. Sawhill (1988).
"Defining and Measuring the Underclassdurnal of Policy Analysis and Managemét{g), 316-325.

From Myrdal and Wilson to “President Bubba and the Gravy-Train Scam.”®°

This brings us to the second battlefront in thaggfe over what to do about the “underclass.”
This is the nexus between research and publicypolis noted earlier, Ken Auletta’s 198he
Underclassattracted considerable attention, but it was byneans the first discussion of the
overlapping and reinforcing problems of povertyina, welfare dependency, out-of-wedlock
childbirth, and all the other behavioral indicattrat had many years earlier been described as
the “tangle of pathology” by an assistant secretdfgbor. That assistant secretary, Daniel
Patrick Moynihan, became a prolific scholar befgaiing election to the U.S. Senate; but his
1965 confidential report to President Lyndon Jolnnssed ideas on the “culture of poverty”
with increasingly tense racial politié5. Many academics remained suspicious of the cutifire
poverty thesis (an idea first introduced by théhespologist Oscar Lewis in 1961), but a
growing number of journalists and policy makersrdthe explanation persuasffe By the

early 1980s, when Ken Auletta’s book appeared aadgurated an unprecedented wave of
popular titles on the subject, the policy climat@svghifting dramatically to the right. During
Ronald Reagan’s successful 1980 campaign for tBe Rfesidency, he peppered his speeches
with anecdotes about poor people who used thea d@amps to buy vodka, and a woman who
drove a large Cadillac to the welfare office tokpigp her monthly check; Reagan never provided
sufficient details that might allow journalists\erify the factual basis of such claims, and it
later turned out that thekeasno factual basis. No matter. The ‘Cadillac wadfgqueen’ became
enormously popular among conservatives seekingttepgending on social assistance, and in

% The phrasing comes from Sydne@anday Telegraptwhich reacted to Bill Clinton’s signature on veek

reform legislation with a colorful but rather offéwe editorial interpretation. Peter Ruehl (199&)resident Bubba
Derails Welfare Reform’s Gravy-Train ScaniThe Sunday TelegrapAugust 25, p. 167.

®1 Daniel Patrick Moynihan (1965). “The Negro Familjhe Case for National Action.” Reprinted in Lee
Rainwater and William L. Yancey (1967The Moynihan Report and the Politics of Controver®ambridge, MA:
MIT Press, 39-125.

62 Oscar Lewis (1961)The Children of SancheNew York: Random House.
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various speeches she was described as being ogétweiing in Chicago, paying for big steaks
with thick wads of food

Ronald Reagan delivering his inaugural address on January 9811 Reagan famously declared “Government is
not the solution to our problems. Governmentésgioblem.” During his campaign for the Presidemsgagan
repeatedly told stories of poor people who usett thed stamps to buy vodka, and a woman who deoleecury

car to the welfare office to pick up her monthlyech. Reporters pressed for details on this anectiat never got
any, because there was no factual basis. ButGhdillac welfare queen” was described so frequdntliReagan

and other conservatives that it eventually wastedeas a fact of policy and politics; in variopgaches, this non-
existent woman was described as being overweigirtglin Chicago, paying for steaks with wads afdostamps,
and occasionally as wearing designer jednmmage source:Greg Mathison (1981). “President Ronald Reagan
Delivers his First Inaugural Address.” ReleasedJdy. Armed Forces; public domain image, via Wikiliae
Commons.

stamps, and even wearing designer j€anReagan was not alone in raising questions abeut t
costs of social assistance, but he quickly abardlsneh anecdotes (which appealed to a
populist sense that government money was beinged@st unpopular social programs) when
the increased defense budgets of the 1980s exgtmies of the Pentagon paying $10,000
apiece for things like wrenches and toilet seatsdwinvolved government money being wasted
on programs that were important to campaign comimits)®* In any event, Reagan’s two terms
gave him eight years to cut the budgets of the “@aPoverty” -- the name given to President
Lyndon Johnson’s efforts between 1964 and 196ihtbdnough money to address some of the
systemic problems of urban inequality. Reagarf@rtsf dovetailed nicely with another book

83 Steven V. Roberts (1981). “Food Stamps Progriiow it Grew and How Reagan Wants to Cut it Backte
New York TimesApril 4, p. Al1.
%4 Russell Baker (1985). “The Queen Gambitfie New York Timegune 19, p. A23.
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that became a runaway best-seller amongst cons@saCharles Murray’kosing Ground

Based on his experience observing social programsnastered through bureaucracies in
Washington, DC, his interviews with welfare admirasors and case workers, and his analyses
of government data over the years, Murray offemrethterpretation that justified massive policy
shifts:

“A government’s social policy helps set the ruléshe game ... The more
vulnerable a population and the fewer its indepahdesources, the more
decisive the effect of the rules imposed from aboUke most compelling
explanation for the marked shift in the fortuneshaf poor is that they continued
to respond, as they always had, to the world asfthend it, but that we —
meaning the not-poor and un-disadvantaged — haeyelathe rules of their
world. Not of the world, just theirs. The firdfext of the new rules was to make
it profitable for the poor to behave in the shertit in ways that were destructive
in the long term. Their second effect was to nthskse long-term losses — to
subsidize irretrievable mistakes. We tried to mevmore for the poor and
produced more poor instead. We tried to removéé#ngers to escape from
poverty, and inadvertently built a tray.”

By the 1980s, American
conservatives had succeeded illln other words, the problem is not poverty; the
problem is the government’s programs concerning

reframing the issue: the poverty. Many on the left have always agreed
problem with the underclass is with a certain part of this kind of sentiment;

notpoverty the problem is radical social scientists, for example, had been
writing for years about welfare as nothing more

government programs than a response that a) pays so little that iteserv
intended to respond to poverty.as an effective way to keep overall wage rates

Welfare and other assistance low, and b) helps to minimize the_mllltancy of the
poor, who might otherwise organize to seize what

programs were compared t0 @ mignht be regarded as a fair share of society’s

narcotic that led to addiction  wealth. Many of these analysts saw the

« ” ; segregated, poor African American ghetto as an
and dependency' Cuttlng example of internal colonialism, playing the same

anti-poverty programs was kinds of roles as African colonies exploited by

promoted as a way of Europe right up to the wave of colonial

wl; T independence in the 1968sBut for conservative
liberating” poor people from policy-makers in the 1980s, Murray's analysis was

dependency on the state. a compelling story line: government had failed to
solve the problem; indeed, Reagan repeatedly
said,government ishe problem Reagan’s

cabinet secretaries cut and restructured manyenant programs, converted others to block

grants, and Congress continued a longstandingrpaifgpassing incremental “welfare reform”

8 Charles Murray (1984)Losing Ground: American Social Policy, 1950-1980w York: Basic Books, p. 9.
% For a valuable summary of these perspectivesVisgeel B. Katz (1990).The Undeserving Poor: From the
War on Poverty to the War on WelfarBlew York: Pantheon, pp. 52-62.
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measures that represented complex and sometimaadaiotory compromises among legislators
on different parts of the political spectrum.

Coming Down. This is one of the towers of the Robert Taylor Hepteing demolished. The view is looking
West from State Street. Federal Street and theRyan Expressway are behind the tower. In the 496@
Chicago Housing Authority (CHA) was one of the maggressive competitors for federal funding toduaigw
public housing as part of slum-clearance effoftkirty years later, Chicago became the most agigeess
competing for federal money to demolish public iogs The CHA “has demolished its entire inventofyigh-
rise and mid-rise housing, and in some cases, igsvousing.” Under pressure from lawyers andrtena
organizers, the CHA agreed “to help displaced fesinove into neighborhoods more racially and ecooally
integrated than those from which they were displaddowever, the CHA's relocation process produbed
opposite result.” Families wound up in “neighbastighat were just as racially segregated, and yaarpoor, as
the communities from where they were forced to nfov@uotes from William P. Wilen (2008)Testimony of
William P. Wilen, Director of Housing Litigationa&jent Shriver National Center on Poverty La@hicago:
National Commission on Fair Housing and Equal Opputy, July 15. Photograph by Elvin Wyly, July9®

By 1992, Bill Clinton’s strategy of running as aéi Democrat” — as someone who would not
repeat the failed experiment of generous sociajarms tried by previous liberals — involved a
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promise to ‘end welfare as we know it’ as part @banprehensive set of policies to reduce the
federal budget deficit. Clinton won the electignrboving away from the traditional anti-
poverty commitments of the Democratic Party, andisnfirst two years in office his
administration sought to find ways to use marketcpsses to achieve the goals traditionally
pursued by government assistance programs. Clnappointees also built on a series of
changes in public housing programs that had begderthe presidency of George Bush, Sr.,
back in 1989s. These new housing policies weréaikp based on research on concentrated
poverty and the underclass. The new policies ptecththe demolition of traditional public
housing as a means of breaking up areas of comtedtpoverty. “Dispersal’ was encouraged
as a means of giving poor people access to betighloorhoods -- and thus safer schools, better
neighborhood role models, and more chances foragm@nt and upward mobility. Families
displaced by the demolition of public housing werée given vouchers allowing them to rent
apartments from private landlords. These polielntually led to the demolition of many
thousands of public housing units nationwide, idalg Chicago’s Robert Taylor Homes and
Stateway Gardens.

Welfare reform debates also continued to showrifieence of underclass research. When the
Republican party re-took a majority of the Hous&epresentatives for the first time in forty
years in November, 1994, Clinton was forced to dethl a series of aggressive legislative
programs, including harsh welfare reform measufésiton vetoed two bills, but in the summer
of 1996, facing a tough re-election campaign, lexlarmed the fulfillment of his 1992

campaign pledge by signing the Personal Respomgiaid Work Opportunity Reconciliation

Act (PRWORA). “Today we are ending welfare as wew it,” Clinton said after signing the

bill, “But | hope this day will be remembered not what it ended, but for what it began — a new
day that offers hope, honors responsibility, rewasdrk and changes the terms of the debate so
that no one in America ever feels again the neatliticize people who are poor or on

welfare.”®” PRWORA eliminated the guarantee of cash assistimgoor people that had
prevailed for more than sixty years; converted arelffrom a federal entitlement to a block-grant
system administered separately by each of thedttites; renamed the program (from “Aid to
Families with Dependent Children” AFDC to “Tempor&ssistance to Needy Families” or
TANF) and encouraged states to impose a “family dapying any increase in monthly
assistance when a recipient had another child. fildteversions of the law also cut nutrition
programs, and eliminated most benefits for legahignants as well.

The wisdom of specific provisions of the 1996 wedfaeform bill have become the subject of an
extensive policy evaluation literature. What matter our story here is that the legislation itsel
was based on almost no reliable social scienceeaeglwhen it was passed; the main influence
of scholarly research on the 1996 legislation imedlpartial and selective adaptation of
‘underclass’ interpretations: welfare is like aaatic, the logic went, encouraging dependency
that traps inner-city mothers and their childrema ioycle and a culture of poverty from which
they will never escape. Many congressmen (an@gmostly men) described their vote in
support of welfare reform as an effort to help poer by saving them from the dangerous
addiction of public assistance. Among the morewol reactions to the legislation, which

67 Greg McDonald (1996). “President Signs ‘Histohi¢elfare Reform Measure.The Houston ChronicjeAugust
23, p. Al
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accurately if offensively summarized the logic poded by Charles Murray and many other
conservative analysts, came from the pages ofydae€ySunday Telegraphn Australia:

“Bubba said he’d ‘end welfare as we know it. He.h&nder the new system, it
will be hard for single, inner-city (read black) thers to continue to have kids by
various fathers and thereby increase their weffaygments. On the other hand,
what happens to them now? Granted, the U.S. ltag anemployment rate ...

but you need skills for a job, and the one skifishh women possess is what's been
causing all the trouble to begin witf”

Further restrictions on welfare were imposed dutiregadministration of George W. Bush.

Today, “underclass” is a term used widely throughba world’s English-language presses.

The term is most often used to respond to periodses, in which protests or violence can be
linked to a particular community with a clear histof entrenched poverty. But it has also
become a fixture of the normal, day-to-day disaussiof various aspects of social policy. Not
long ago, | had the opportunity to spend a monthingapore. Reading the local newspapers in
our first week in the dynamic city-state Asian gedg, | was surprised to read the casual, taken-
for-granted discourse on the urban underclass:

“As expected, Minister in Charge of Muslim Affaiv@acob Ibrahim’s recent
lament about the state of the Malay-Muslim undeslaas attracted a lot of
attention from the community. Just the other ddad a conversaation with a
friend who was ‘surprised’ at such candidness. iBsttimely, he added, as it
was ‘about time society got worried.” He is naired: Many have repeatedly
drawn attention to the community’s shortcomingsit ltke high number of
Malay-Muslims in drug rehabilitation centres andépns, or rampant youth
delinquency, promiscuity and teen pregnanciés.”

% Ruehl, “President Bubba,” p. 167.
89 Zul Othman (2010). “A National Approach Needddnderclass Issue Should be Handled Nationally epfed
Malay Community Groups StruggleToday(Singapore), January 4, p. 8.
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“Could it Happen Here?” On November 12, 2005, the front-page, above-théHekldline of th&lobe and Mail
asked this question, set above an image of flanses the French urban uprisingmage sourceFrancois Schnell
(2005). “Strasbourg Torched Car.” Reproduced u@teative Commons Attribution 2.0 Generic licensa,
Wikimedia Commons.

“Hold the Complacency, Eh?”

In response to the riots that spread through métiyeo*high-rise ghettos” on the outskirts of
French cities in November, 2005, tGéobe and Mailprinted a vivid color photograph of a car
engulfed in flames, under the headline, “CouldapHen Here?® Michael Valpy took aim at
“Canadians smug in their mythology of inhabiting fhlanet’s most successful multicultural
society,” and he offered a suspicious summary @tttnsensus view that

“At least — maybe more by luck than by design —~weedvoided the creation of
racial underclasses: no endless ugly suburbsosfriband black people
imprisoned in poverty from which scant hope of ggcaxists. At least we've
embraced into our national culture the notion adtpethnic identity, woven the

0 Michael Valpy (2005). “Could it Happen Here? Rimts Rage Across France, Troubling Parallels Emerg
Among Children of Canada’s Visible-Minority Immigris.” Globe and Mail November 12, Al.
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values of anti-discrimination and equality into oeody our laws but into our
hearts and national idiom.

Well, hold the complacency, eh?

To be sure, a Canadian mirror held up to the cas-BfJ-rance shows no violent
mass unrest brewing in, say, Toronto’s Jane-Fimclamestown neighbourhoods,
Montreal'squartier St.-Michel or patches of Greater Vancouver’'s Suemed the
Downtown Eastside. But what recent research revsaln alarming and
disquieting analogue to the demographic portraihefFrench suburbanites” "*

Valpy cites sociological research by the promirstiologist Jeffrey Reitz, who has conducted
a number of analyses of Statistics Canada’s rdegmic Diversity SurveyReitz finds that
second-generation visible minorities feel less eéase of belonging to Canada compared with
their parents; and that nearly two-fitths of abibie minorities report discrimination, while
white Canadians tend to discount or dismiss claihtiscrimination. These findings raise
significant concerns. Nevertheless, three conataers must inform any discussion of a
possible “urban underclass” in Canadian cities.

First, urb_an geographic_ research shows ggi%a\;:,?gt;?%Tyem(;ligbg;mgg'a Spotlight, in t
substantial contrasts with the U.S. urban contexts

that incubated the underclass debate. In generailt's not hard to predict what the complimentary
the correlations between poverty and other narrative from the globa_l media will be in 2010,
indicators of social deprivation are weaker and When the Winter Olympics come to the West

| iahtl ith ial-ethnic divid Coast: Vancouver -- a young, beautiful and
ess tigntly woven with racial-etnnic diviaes. amazingly Asianized city that only 20 years ago

Canadian immigration policy plays an important feared the wave of Asian immigration transforming

role in this regard, with changes after 1967 it. Canada -- a rich, underpopulated nation, still

instituting a points system incorporating ‘human-united despite serious separatist onslaughts and

capital’ criteria for admission. Still, recent somehow managing to keep its identity existing
next to the world's superpower.

changes have generated some concern among

analysts. Heather Smith, a recent Ph.D. graduai@t bad.

from UBC, has noted that the increasing

concentration of recent visible-minority It's also a pretty simple exercise to predict the

immigrants in suburban social housing projects N€gative storyline: Vancouver -- a prosperous city

“ s containing one of North America's poorest, drug-

can Sta” access'b'“ty to employment, . infested ghettos. Canada -- one of the world's

educational, and socio-cultural opportunities thatichest countries that has yet to deal with itsdnis

lead to upward and outward mobility over time. of repression and racism toward aboriginals, who -

In other words, diffusion to distant sprawling - based on the statistics of mortality, %ducatimd a

suburbs may lead to the kind of socio-spatial ~ "come - form the countrylinderclass

isolation characteristic of a so-called Miro Cernetig (2008). “Our Olympic Party Watcheg b

‘underclass’? Smith’s study of neighborhood Critical Eyes of the World."The Vancouver Sun

social patterns between 1971 and 1991 found February 4, A3.

" valpy, “Could it Happen Here?”, p. 1.

"2 Heather A. Smith (2004)The Evolving Relationship between Immigrant Setttérand Neighbourhood
Disadvantage in Canadian Cities, 1991-200//orking Paper No. 04-20. Vancouver: Centr&xtellence,
Research on Immigration and Integration in the bfsttis, p. 4.
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relatively weak correlations between immigrantleaetent and various underclass indicators; but
in a recent study analyzing changes up to 2001foshnel that

“the research suggests a convergence betweerajeettiries of Canada’s three
largest immigrant reception centres as they retatke intersection between
immigrant settlement, poverty levels and markergaitional neighbourhood
disadvantage. In all cities, concentrations of ignants more commonly overlap
with concentrations of poverty and traditional degtion in 2001 than they did a
decade earlief?

Second the ‘cycle’ of deprivation associated with sevpoerty appears much less severe in
Canada when compared to the United States (and amamyries in Europe). Upward mobility,
both in labor and housing markets, seems somevasaran the Canadian context, such that
even the worst neighborhood concentrations of gg\ae (for most) a temporary experience.
There does not seem to be the same level of ieergtional, seemingly permanent poverty and
exclusion. And yet even ‘temporary’ isolation aadlusion can last for years, and can impose
significant costs for individuals, neighborhoodsies, and for Canadian society as a whole.
David Ley and Heather Smith conducted a wide-ragpgimalysis with in-depth focus groups of
immigrants living in neighborhoods of concentrapederty in Vancouver and Toronto, and
found substantial evidence of isolation producegimcesses at multiple scales -- at the national
scale where federal immigration policy collideswihe labor-market realities that leave many
skilled immigrants with professional credentialsriing in poorly-paid, menial jobs, and at the
intra-urban scale, where living in areas of conadatl poverty (to gain access to affordable
housing) leads to trade-offs between suburbantisaland inner-city stigma. Ley and Smith
present many quotes from poor immigrants strugglingrotect themselves and their children
from troubling “neighborhood effects,” and ...

“...the daily frustration and humiliation of lifevdedded in a milieu of deep
poverty, where the hazards of the local socialremvnent raised barriers to
normal everyday life and consolidated for sometalifdic sense of entrapment.
Pejorative neighborhood labeling by outsiders,udaig gatekeepers like
teachers, the police, employers, and the mediaxjatesl opportunities and could
in turn become internalized in self-deprecation Bmited ambition. Such
stereotyping was most pernicious where districteevessentialized in the media
and popular opinion as bearers of a poverty immigcalture -- Jane Finch and
Regent Park in Toronto and the Downtown Eastsidiga@bwn in Vancouver™

Third , the political context has yet to sustain the esatnce of an effective political movement
to villainize the poor ‘underclass’ as the undesgypoor. Although provincial policies differ
considerably, at the federal level the dominantigs- first the Liberals, then the Conservatives
-- have worked hard to build a sustained constiétyermong communities of recent immigrants.
This undermines any systematic motivation for aaligsse emphasizing an undeserving poor --

3 Smith, Evolving Relationship, p. 27.

"4 Heather Smith and David Ley (2008). “Even in Giaa The Multiscalar Construction and Experience of
Concentrated Immigrant Poverty in Gateway Citie&tinals of the Association of American Geograple&(S),
686-713, quote from p. 709.
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[Previous page.] It DidHappen Here It’'s just that we don’t know exactly what™iteally was. Vancouver’s
Stanley Cup Riots, June 2011. Photographs by Blity.

or at least an undeserving poor that can be spaltjffiassociated with a particular racial-ethnic
group. Consistent federal budget surpluses alse thetinterest in promoting a moral discourse
over the costs of social assistance; although gigets certainly appear at the federal and
provincial levels, they remain marginal in the nsweam avenues of policy formulation and
implementation. Ultimately, then, even if reseangdre to uncover an emergent urban
underclass in Canadian cities, political respotsele problem would by no means follow the
trajectories evident in the United States or Fraricéeed, the answer to the Globe and Mail's
headline question in 2005 -- “Could it Happen Herg&s answered in a surreal way in
Vancouver in June, 2011. Game 7 of the 2011 Stablg Finals provided a maximum-
likelihood estimation of a troubling equation: pécis)=f(testosterone + alcohol + professional
sports). Thomas was a brick wall, Luongo couldtopshe pucks, and the Canucks lost quickly.
Shortly after 8:00 pm a small cohort of the festvewd downtown turned negative, aggressive,
and irresponsible. Cars were burned. Shops wetedod&Smoke rose over the city from the cars
burning downtown. Vancouver’s “Riot2011” momentdaajuick headlines worldwide.

In Detroit, a radio host proclaimed that “Vancouigethe Next Detroit.”

But as far as | can tell, none of the global melisgourse tried to interpret the Stanley Cup Riots
from the theoretical framework of the urban undess! It would have made no sense to try to
blame the events on a particular community defimgdeography, religion, or racial or ethnic
identity. And in the days after the riots, thevypdod sheets covering the broken windows of The
Bay downtown became perhaps the largest commuratffitgproject ever seen in Vancouver.
While some of the graffiti reflected anger and frason, most of the sentiments were positive --
even aggressively, dramatically positive.

Conclusions
What lessons can we draw from this intellectual polity history?

First, words matter. Discourse matters. Don’t avoidtamversial words out of fear of debate or
disagreementyut do be careful with histories, contexts, andliaipas well as explicit

definitions ‘Underclass’ was introduced as a novel termegscdbe what seemed to be a new
and troubling phenomenon, and even today it is lyideed by many people as a shorthand
summary in an attempt to signal their apparentpyods complex web of processes.
Unfortunately, many analysts use the term in vagnuebinconsistent ways, ignoring the tortured
history of the term and the associations it carriese most influential scholarly attempts to
provide “comprehensive” explanations of economatmecturing and socio-cultural changes
were distorted in press accounts, public discownseé,in the political and policy arenas. As a
result, a word that referred to structural inegyddecame redefined more simplistically as a
label for behavioral deficiencies — deficiencieatthave, under many political circumstances,
been used to justify harsh treatment of people arkeadefined as an undeserving poor who need
“tough love” or who need to be taught “personapmsibility.” The word “underclass” is often
used as a way to blame the victim while stakingka an apparently sophisticated theoretical
analysis.
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Conclusions:

Second the forces creating an ‘underclass,’
however it is defined, are shaped by cross-

,1' Discourse matters. Itis national variations not only in class structure and
important to understand the  economic institutions, but also in contingent

histories of implicit meanings urban geographies produced by different

: : ocieties in different times. Not surprisingly,
embedded in provocatlve Word%shen, the “underclass” debate focused on inner-

and phrases. city African Americans in the United States has
been revised and adapted to account for the
different circumstances of other settings -- the

2. Definitions of the l'Ir‘derCIaSSimmiseration of recent immigrants from Turkey

are shaped by distinctive and North Africa in Britain, the African

national conditions and urban immigrant communities in deteriorating “high-

: rise ghettos” on the outskirts of French citieg, th
geographles. “Malay-Muslim underclass” of Singapore, and so
on. Urban geography matters here: the “inner

3. The global discourse on the city’ pathology of Chicago made no sense when

: applied to the outlying suburban social housing
underclass is an example of estates around Paris, and it made no sense to

Edward Said’s concept of blame high-rise public housing for the “Malay-
“traveling theory” -- powerful, Muslim” underclass when such a large

simplified ideas that can be E{gﬁ_‘igﬁgl‘jl‘;ltigehgﬁgi‘:";‘“o” of Singapore lives in
used (and abused) in very

different settings to shape But at what point does revising and adapting a
: concept to account for distinctive urban
thought and pO“Cy' geographies turn it into an entirely new idea?

This brings us to ¢hird conclusion. As the
influential postcolonial theorist Edward Said tatgh, “traveling theory” is powerful but
dangerous. The word underclass was conceivedgartaular historical and geographical
circumstance; the historical and political climatevhich Myrdal coined the term (1962 and
1963) changed quite rapidly, with a pronouncedshatrt-lived “War on Poverty” between 1964
and 1968, followed by an almost-uninterrupted seviepolicy interventions focused on the
presumed behavioral roots of welfare dependendyerahan the structural problems associated
with America’s commitment to free-market principkesd flexible job markets. This contextual
shift accelerated in the 1990s, and in this envirent, “underclass” was exported along with the
menu of policies designed to deal with the problérhe use and interpretation of these concepts
is, not surprisingly, shaped by political contextierever policymakers are motivated to reduce
support programs for the poorest of the poor, “uodss” is more likely to be imported as a
term defined in terms of behavioral pathologiesspeal (ir)responsibility, and a dangerous,
undeserving poor. In such a setting, “travelingotty” is a powerful means of magnifying
existing inequalities of power and geography. &wjehe proliferation of “underclass”
discussions around the world presents urgent qumssthat we must ask after each uprising, each
riot. How are the images of looting or burningscased to shape debate on social inequality in
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different cities, regions, or countries? How ie fihrase, and the concepts and ideas it evokes,
used by different political actors to accomplisgitiyoals? Why are some riots followed by
repressive policy changes and hostility towardsi@dar groups, while other events are seen as
unpredictable events that cannot be blamed orcp&atigroups?
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