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When it shall be said in any country in the world, my
poor are happy; neither ignorance nor distress is to be
found among them; my jails are empty of prisoners, my
streets of beggars; the aged are not in want, the taxes
are not oppressive . . . ; when these things can be said,
then may that country boast of its constitution and its
government.

—Thomas Paine



Contents

Preface and Acknowledgments
Introduction
CHAPTER 1  Labeling the Poor
CHAPTER 2 The Invention of the Underclass Label

CHAPTER 3 The Dangers of “Underclass” and
Other Labels

CHAPTER 4 The Undeservingness of the Poor
CHAPTER §  Policies Against Poverty and Undeservingness

CHAPTER 6 Joblessness and Antipoverty Policy in
the Twenty-first Century

Notes
Name Index

Subject Index

xi

11

27

58

74

103

133

149

187

191




Preface and Acknowledgments

’l-l‘ﬁs book has been germinating in my mind for a long, long time. My
involvement in the war against the poor began in the late 1950s, with the
war against low-cost housing, also called urban renewal, that I reported
in my book The Urban Villagers. This led, in the 1960s, to my becoming
one of a number of social scientists consulting with civil rights organiza-
tions, foundations, and the government on, and writing about, anti-
poverty policy.

My concern with the dangers of terms and labels like “the underclass”
began later in that decade, when academics and policy-makers started
assigning the poor to a culture of poverty that in effect blamed them for
being poor. At that time, I published some articles and a few satires
attacking the stereotypes with which the poor were being saddled.

It was not until the mid-1980s, however, later than several other social
scientists, that I became concerned about the harm being done by the
word “underclass” as a new label for condemning the poor as undeserv-
ing. This led me to the larger question of how and why we, the fortunate
classes, unjustly stigmatize so many poor people as undeserving—and
from there eventually followed the rest of this book. The final product is a
social science essay on the relations between the classes in America, but it
is also a social policy tract, to use the language of an earlier day.

One morning in 1989, Eric Wanner, then as now president of the Russell
Sage Foundation, listened patiently as I poured out my thoughts and feel-
ings about the term “underclass,” and the studies that I thought needed to
be done. This initiated a process that eventually led to a Visiting Scholar-
ship at the foundation, in the academic year 1989-90, where I had the
chance to begin to plan and research some of the contents of this book. I
am grateful to Eric Wanner for that marvelous year of research time,
scholarly conversation, and other help. He, and his trustees, deserve
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thanks also for creating an atmosphere and a place in which I could
cheerfully have spent the rest of my working life.

My primary intellectual debt is to one of the visiting scholars from
1989-90, Michael B. Katz, who had earlier carried out pioneer work on
what he calls “the language of poverty.” Although Katz had by then
moved on to other poverty research topics, being with him that year at
the foundation enabled me to catch up with all his writings on my topic,
and to learn from our frequent discussions. He is no more responsible
than Eric Wanner for the direction in which I finally headed or for the
book that came out of it, however.

Since university teaching is, the popular belief to the contrary, a full-
time job, I had to wait for my next sabbatical from Columbia University
to write this book. My work on it was also aided by semesters of research
assistance from a number of graduate students, who helped in the library
as well as in gathering the Nexis data that I analyze in chapter 2. These
included Anthony Browne, Gwendolyn Dordick, Deborah A. Horden,
Katherine Hughes, Katherine Kaufman, Helen-Maria Lekas, Andrew Pol-
lack, and Valli Rajah. My son David Gans contributed suggestions and
references, first as a college history major and then as a law school stu-
dent. A number of other helpers—and interviewees—are mentioned in
relevant footnotes; yet others remain anonymous because I promised
them confidentiality. I am particularly grateful to the readers of the penul-
timate draft of this book, my wife Louise, always my most incisive reader,
Peter Marris, Frances Piven, Lee Rainwater, and Joyce Seltzer; as well as
to my editor, Steven Fraser; my copy editor, Ann Klefstad; and my pro-
duction editor, Matt Shine. Their corrections of ideas, facts, and analyses
were numerous; the mistakes that remain are all mine.

The actual writing of the book would not have been possible without
some other staff members at the Russell Sage Foundation. These include,
among others, Vivian Kaufman, who was my secretary that year, as well as
Pauline Rothstein and her staff for superb library and related help. Jamie
Gray, Sara Beckman, and Vivian Kaufman of the foundation trained me to
write on the computer when I was there; Kun Deng helped further later at
Columbia University. Thanks in part to them, I “typed” every draft of the
manuscript by myself for the first time in four decades of book-writing,
and enabled my manual typewriter to watch from the sidelines.

H.J.G.
February 1995




Introduction

E)r much of its history, America has been waging war against many of its
poor people. It is a war waged with a variety of weapons, such as with-
holding the opportunities for decent jobs, schools, housing, and the necessi-
ties required for a modest version of the American way of life. Sometimes it
is also a killing war, but more often, the war kills poor people’s spirit and
morale, and otherwise adds to the miseries resulting from sheer lack of
money.

Since the beginning of the 1980s, the war against the poor has escalated,
and it bids to escalate further. Unknowingly repeating old battle strategies,
the leaders of this war continue to decrease the welfare benefits that go to
poor mothers unable to work or find jobs, threaten to end welfare alto-
gether, increase the punitive conditions under which all help is given, and
fan further the hatred of the poor among the more fortunate classes.

Even so, the war against the poor could spread to members of these
classes in the future. As more well-paying and secure jobs disappear from
the American economy, many Americans will not find new ones, until an
ever larger number of such workers, or their children, slide slowly but
surely into poverty themselves.

This book reports especially on a part of the war that has not yet
received much attention: the war of words—or of pejorative labels—that
stereotype, stigmatize, and harass the poor by questioning their morality
and their values. The labeling of the poor as moral inferiors, which has also
been stepped up in the last fifteen years, blames them falsely for the ills of
the American society and economy, reinforces their mistreatment, increases
their misery, and further discourages their moving out of poverty.

The generic label is “undeserving,” the undeserving poor being thought
so morally deficient that they are not deserving of any economic or other
assistance. Furthermore, their being labeled undeserving reduces their
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chances of becoming either “deserving poor” or of escaping poverty alto-
gether. The political chances of reviving effective antipoverty policy are also
reduced, since politicians or voters are rarely prepared to spend public
money for people who do not deserve help. The phrase “undeserving
poor” originated in England in the 1830s, and is not currently much used
there or here, but I use it because it is clear and brutally frank.!

In the past the undeserving poor were called “paupers,” “vagrants,” or
a “dangerous class,” but new labels are invented all the time. Since the
1980s, the reigning label has been “underclass,” a redefinition of an eco-
nomic term originally introduced by the Swedish economist Gunnar
Myrdal in 1963 to describe the workers being forced out of a new econ-
omy now often called postindustrial. I shall say little more in this book
about the underclass as an economic term, about the sociological elabora-
tions added by William Julius Wilson and others, or about the extensive
social science research using this term, especially as a synonym for persis-
tent and extreme poverty.?

Instead, I write about another “underclass,” a behavioral term invented
by journalists and social scientists to describe poor people who are accused,
rightly or wrongly, of failing to behave in the “mainstream” ways of the
numerically or culturally dominant American middle class. This behavioral
definition denominates poor people who drop out of school, do not work,
and, if they are young women, have babies without benefit of marriage and
go on welfare. The behavioral underclass also includes the homeless, beg-
gars and panhandlers, poor addicts to alcohol or drugs, and street crimi-
nals. Because the term is flexible, poor people who live in “the projects,”
illegal immigrants, and teenage gang members are often also assigned to
this underclass. Indeed, the very flexibility of the behavioral definition is
what lends itself to the term becoming a label that can be used to stigmatize
poor people, whatever their actual behavior.

The other critical shortcoming of the behavioral definition lies in its
casual assumption about the behavior of the poor. Mainstream culture
believes that the poor people who behave in the ways included in the defin-
ition do so because of moral deficiencies or bad values. I argue instead that
the causes of these behaviors, when they do occur, are in fact usually
poverty-related effects; that sometimes poor people are driven by the effects
of poverty to actions that violate their own morals and values. Poverty-
related effects or pressures develop because poor people lack the funds, the
economic security, and sometimes the social supports and emotional
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strength, to behave in mainstream ways. This is why antipoverty programs
to help them are in the end the only sure remedy for behavior thought to
make people undeserving.

Admittedly, doing something about poverty has not been a fashionable
idea in recent years, in part because more fortunate Americans demand, as
they so often have in the past, that the poor first pull themselves up by
bootstraps in reality available only to these same classes. Some also blame
the failure of the imagined federal bootstraps of the 1960s, or what those
of us involved in it then used to call the Skirmish on Poverty.

While most users of the behavioral underclass terminology believe in a
real underclass, I think that there is no such class, and that it is merely
today’s popular label to stereotype poor people. Consequently, while I will
be writing frequently about “the underclass,” “the undeserving poor,” and
related labels, I always do so with the stipulation that I am writing about
people so labeled by others.

Nevertheless, this is not a book about words and phrases. Words and
actions are not the same, and I do not think society is a text. My interest in
notions like “the underclass” and the “undeserving poor” is as words that
justify actions—mostly those involving mistreatment and punishment of
the poor. Still this is also not a book that determines who among the poor
is really deserving or undeserving. Stereotypes usually contain a grain of
truth amid their untruths, but they survive mainly because people want to
believe them even if they are not true. Of course, poor unmarried teenage
mothers exist in too large 2 number, but in most cases, their poverty, their
motherhood, and their unmarried state are not the result of their moral
shortcomings.

Furthermore, almost all of these teenagers are actually eighteen or nine-
teen when they become mothers, which is already young adulthood in the
chronological world of the poor.? Many writers have corrected this and
other stereotypes about the poor, but so far to no avail. As long as some
people want to believe that the country is full of poor “babies having
babies,” the comparative handful of fifteen-, fourteen-, and even twelve-
year-olds needed to satisfy true believers in the stereotype can be produced.
What concerns me is why such stereotypes persist even though they have
been corrected many times.

None of this is intended to deny the existence of undeserving poor peo-
ple, but undeserving people also exist in all of the more fortunate classes
and could certainly be identified if a moral census of the entire society were
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undertaken. I do not feel moral (or morally expert) enough to make judg-
ments about whether entire categories of people are undeserving, and I
doubt whether anyone else is either, but I do know that judging the poor in
this way is unconscionable as long as the practice is not applied universally.
Crime and violence are undeserving behavior whether committed by poor
muggers or by manufacturers of defective products. If a poor mother who
spends her days watching television instead of taking care of her child is
undeserving, then so is the affluent one who shops all day and drags her
child with her.

“Bad apples” exist at all social levels, and it takes only a few such apples
to create problems for, and hurt the reputation of, the rest. As one moves
up the socioeconomic ladder, however, the bad apples and their question-
able behavior become less visible. Non-poor alcoholics can drink at home,
and sometimes even on the job, but poor ones are often found in the gutter.
Moreover, the morally dubious acts of the better-off frequently turn out to
be perfectly legal, in accord with the “golden rule”: the people who own
the gold make the rules. And by the same principle, the people who own
enough gold and cheat the Internal Revenue Service are sometimes able to
negotiate for only a partial payment of what they owe, while the poor who
cheat the welfare department immediately lose their welfare benefits, and
may even go to jail.

People who are mistreated by their society are not always particularly
nice people, whether they are rich or poor, but the poor are mistreated reg-
ularly. Perhaps there is more visible illegality among the poor because they
are driven to it by the already mentioned poverty-related pressures. Some
poor people do become street criminals, but middle-income people do not.
There are, after all, no middle-class muggers. Poverty-related pressures also
lead to unmarried motherhood, as they have for centuries, and will as long
as poor men and women do not have access to decent and secure jobs and
affordable housing so that they can marry. Few muggers really want to be
muggers and most unmarried mothers would rather be married. Their val-
ues eschew illegitimacy, and most female welfare recipients have gone off
welfare even if not permanently, because they found work or employed
men to marry in their twenties or thirties.*

But perhaps the prime fact about poverty-related pressures is that they
sharply restrict the choices of the poor, especially those that better-off peo-
ple take for granted.® Even though poverty-related pressures may not be
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comprehensible to more fortunate people, they are very real. When poor
women grow up among jobless men who cannot support a household, they
have babies nonetheless, even if better-off people, who can postpone par-
enthood until they begin careers, charge them with immorality.

If a thousand poor young people compete for a hundred decent jobs that
promise them a secure place in the mainstream economy, some of the
remaining nine hundred who will stay jobless may eventually take their
economic deprivation and their feeling of social uselessness out on them-
selves or on the rest of society, but do they really choose these solutions?

Mainstream society insists that they do choose, and that they are there-
fore, as a result of this presumed choice, unwilling to perform their respon-
sibilities. Irresponsible poor people exist, of course, including some who are
irresponsible out of revenge because they feel society has treated them ir-
responsibly. But others are irresponsible by mainstream standards because 4‘“’
the conditions under which they live set different criteria for responsibility, ;
which are imposed by the need to survive under conditions better-off W"‘h
Americans cannot even imagine. It is not always easy to be responsible with St r
economic security and a decent income, but the majority of poor people 51;/\/{‘/}!
who seek to abide by mainstream criteria of responsibility have it much JMW“
harder: they have to do it with fewer material and social resources. Who, s a,[,l
then, is morally expert enough to judge whether they are irresponsible
because of moral failure, or because they live with poverty-related pressure
and its effects?

Poverty-related pressure is in some respects like wartime combat, which
almost no one survives without some aftereffects. What these effects are
depends on the exact nature of the poverty (or combat), and that elusive
human quality popularly called emotional strength, which is why different
people come out of the same experience differently. Just as with combat,
most poor people go through extreme poverty with only bitter memories,
or with personal pains and private demons. Some, however, come out of
the experience with levels of hopelessness, anger, or depression that pro-
duce publicly visible behavior that others, who may never have had to go
through extreme poverty or combat, condemn offhandedly as immoral.
Immoral it may be, but to attempt to solve it by condemnation, or by
appeals for moral self-improvement, is neither worthy nor useful.®

These observations are not meant to justify street crime and other kinds
of crime, violent or not, despite their causal ties to poverty-related pressure.
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There can be no argument with prosecuting poor people who have broken
the law, even if crime would be reduced more effectively if decent jobs and
membership in the mainstream economy were available for the poor in the
first place. '

Indeed, effective crime reduction might help to reduce labeling of the
poor as undeserving, for that label is not always just a whim or a prejudice
of the affluent population.” When street crime is an actual threat to the
safety of poor and nonpoor alike, the resulting fear of crime is understand-
able; it is even understandable when it is based on imagined threats. But the
notion of the undeserving poor spreads like germs, to stigmatize a variety
of economic, cultural, and behavior patterns of the law-abiding poor that
do not really threaten anyone.

As I read through the literature on which this study is based, an ideology
of undeservingness justifying the war against the poor became evident.
That ideology, supported by some and perhaps even many Americans, can
be summarized, with some oversimplification, in four parts:

1. If poor people do not behave according to the rules set by
mainstream America, they must be undeserving. They are undeserv-
ing because they believe in and therefore practice bad values, suggest-
ing that they do not want to be part of mainstream America
culturally or socially. As a result of bad values and practices, unde-
servingness has become a major cause of contemporary poverty. If
poor people gave up these values, their poverty would decline auto-
matically, and mainstream Americans would be ready to help them,
as they help other, “deserving” poor people.

2. The men among the undeserving poor are lazy or unable to
learn the cultural importance of work and its requirements; in some
cases, their bad values turn them into street criminals. If they really
wanted to work, jobs would be available for them, and they would
be able to earn their own income like other Americans.

3. The women among the undeserving poor have an unhealthy
and immoral taste for early sexual activity and for having babies as
adolescents. If they would wait until they were older, sufficiently
mature, and ready to find work as well as husbands who wanted to
work, they and their children would not need to be poor, and poverty
might even end with the current generation.
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4. If the undeserving poor do not alter their values and practices
voluntarily, they must be forced to do so, for example by ending wel-
fare payments, placing illegitimate children into foster care or orphan-
ages, and by other kinds of punishment. Since some of these
punishments can be perceived as benefitting their victims, such as cur-
ing their “dependency,” likely negative effects, including the breaking
up of families, increased homelessness, higher rates of physical and
mental illness, can be ignored, even if the better-off population eventu-
ally has to pay some of the higher social and economic costs.

Although the more fortunate classes use this ideology to condemn the
poor, I discovered that they also find the undeserving poor useful in a num-
ber of ways. For example, the very notion of the undeserving poor leads,
directly and indirectly, to the creation of new job opportunities for the bet-
ter-off populations in the many professions and occupations that exist to
isolate, control, or punish the poor. Likewise, the undeservingness of the
poor is used to emasculate them politically, thus excluding them, and their
needs, from political institutions that are supposed to serve all citizens.

Two uses of the undeserving poor are most important. One is their treat-
ment as scapegoats to blame for the social problems of the day. A manifes-
tation of this is the way that benefits and other help to welfare recipients
can be characterized as contributing to the high level of taxation, and even
to the shortcomings of the economy.

Similarly, poor unmarried mothers can be charged with helping to fur-
ther the changes in sexual behavior that have taken place in America since
the 1960s, which are understood to be immoral and contrary to the values
of mainstream Americans.” Using “the sixties” as a touchstone also allows
radical or “paleoliberal” “elites” to share the blame, as they can be accused
of initiating these changes.

By making scapegoats of the poor for fundamental problems they have
not caused nor can change, Americans can also postpone politically diffi-
cult and divisive solutions to the country’s economic ills and the need to pre-
pare the economy and polity for the challenges of the twenty-first century.
In fact, many mainstream Americans have persuaded themselves to embrace,
at least for the time being, an individualistic and anti-governmental pop-
ulism that pays homage to traditional mainstream values even as others use
these values to redistribute more income, wealth, and power to the classes
that are already most affluent in these respects.
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The second use of the undeserving poor may be even more critical. In an
economy in which there may no longer be enough decent jobs for all who
want to work, the people who are labeled morally undeserving can be
forced out of the economy so as to preserve the jobs of the deserving citi-
zens. And if the idea of a hereditarian or genetic underclass, which has
exploded on the American scene as this introduction is being written,
catches on again (no thanks to Richard Herrnstein and Charles Murray’s
The Bell Curve), then people who can be assigned to this underclass may
be forced out of the economy on the grounds that they are biologically
unable to perform as workers.

The liberal political values that underlie this introduction—and book—
should be obvious, although I write with other values as well which seem
to me eminently conservative, such as maintaining and maximizing the
social peace. Also, I have never understood why trying to head off street
crime with effective employment programs is liberal, and failing to do so
with ineffective punishment is conservative. By the same token, isn’t spend-
ing millions for prison-building that does not deter crime a good example
of tax-and-spend liberalism—or, more to the point, a foolish waste of the
Ipublic monies conservatives are supposed to prevent liberals from spend-
ing? In any case, the book is partly a work of advocacy, a contribution to
antipoverty policy, but advocacy grounded in relevant empirical research
whenever possible, eschewing Left romanticism about the poor as much as
Right punitiveness.

The Organization of the Book

The book begins with an introduction to the sociology of labeling the poor,
including the label-formation process itself, and the similarities evident in
the many labels that have preceded the underclass over the last several cen-
turies. Chapter 2 reports on how and why the behavioral underclass label
was invented, on the people and processes that made it the buzzword it is
today, the professionals who spread it, and the institutions that supported
its legitimacy. Chapter 3 analyzes the dangers I see in the labels applied to
the poor, both the ones specific to a technical-sounding word like “under-
class” and the universal ones shared by most labels for the undeserving
poor.

Chapter 4 moves beyond the underclass altogether, and examines the
reasons for condemning some of the poor as undeserving, first in terms of
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the actual dangers and threats, such as street crime, that some poor people
constitute for those labeling them, and then in terms of imagined threats
that actually constitute most of the condemnation. The latter half of the
chapter is devoted to describing a number of the diverse uses or functions
that a notion of the undeserving poor performs for more fortunate Ameri-
cans, some of which seem designed to guarantee the perpetuation of “the
undeserving poor” and similar labels as well as of poverty itself.

Because undeservingness can only be eradicated by ending poverty,
chapter § reviews the political strategy of antipoverty policy and discusses
needed antipoverty programs, especially job-centered ones. Some “debunk-
ing” programs are also proposed to fight the labeling of the poor and the
notion of “undeservingness” itself—programs that are rarely included in
conventional antipoverty policy.

Since the newest changes in American capitalism, sometimes described as
“jobless prosperity” or “job erosion,” seem likely to generate new impov-
erished populations, the final chapter discusses job and other antipoverty
policies for a twenty-first-century America in which decent full-time jobs
could become increasingly scarce. The book ends with a variety of programs
intended to maintain a viable American standard of living even when many
if not most Americans may be working only part-time.

A final organizational note: in order to keep the social scientist’s empiri-
cal data, as well as the required qualifications of the findings and the argu-
ment, out of the text, [ have placed most of these in the endnotes. Some of
the endnotes also supply further, sometimes extended, analytic detail about,
and commentary on, what is in the text that I have added especially for
researchers and students.



(CAET P ASPRICI DRSS

Labeling the Poor

Everyday life is, among other things, a never-ending flow of moral sur-
veillance. We all survey each other to see if actions live up to the norms and
expectations we carry in our heads, since our subsequent behavior is
shaped by our surveillance. That surveillance is also moral, since we judge
rather than merely observe or study the situations and the people that make
up everyday life. .

When it comes to family, friends, co-workers, and others we trust, we
normally assess actions. With people we know less well, however, espe-
cially strangers and entire groups, we quickly move from judging actions to
judging “character,” particularly as soon as a given number of their actions
strike us as wrong.

With greater social distance, the judgments are apt to be based less on
direct actual knowledge and more on indirect knowledge, including that
gained from the media. And at times, judgments are based on imagined
knowledge, which may come from stories and preconceived ideas that
accord with the values and prejudices of the judges as well as with their
position in society.’

TERMS, LABELS, AND LABELING

The resort to imagined knowledge is labeling, and the descriptions of peo-
ple based on it are labels. Labels are used primarily to designate people as
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“deviant,” different in a negative or pejorative sense because “these peo-
ple,” or some of their actions and beliefs, are beyond the pale of our own
or even “mainstream” values.?

This book is limited to a discussion of negative labeling of, and labels
for, the poor, although positive labels also exist for them, such as those used
by some Marxists or Christians to romanticize the poor.> Moreover, labels
have to be distinguished from terms, the latter aiming to describe and not
to stigmatize.* Thus terms are usually less dangerous than labels, although
when the same word is used, as in the case of the underclass, writers may
mean “term” while readers choose to see “label.” And some ostensibly
descriptive terms, such as “welfare recipient” or “delinquent,” describe
people so often maligned that the terms have also become labels.’

Labeling and labels are in many respects similar to stereotyping and
stereotypes, although many labels may be invented for the same general
stereotype. When Walter Lippman first described stereotypes as “pictures
in our heads,” he conceived them to be positive or negative. In today’s con-
ventional usage of the term, however, stereotypes are negative, and so are
labels, for the same reason: they may extrapolate from small kernels of
truth about some people to large imagined untruths that are applied to
everyone in a group. Such stereotypes are applied to many groups in our
society, affluent and poor. Thus, for example, used-car sales personnel have
long been labeled in this fashion, but as long as used cars are needed, their
sellers can cope with their negative image. The poor are far more vulnera-
ble, and racial minorities among them even more so.

o l Negative labfels .ra.rely stereotype onl.y‘ behavior; more often they.tr.ans-
form and magnify it into a character failing. As a result, welfare recipients
become defective personalities or deficient moral types; that they are also
family members, churchgoers, or neighbors is immaterial. Indeed, one of
the purposes of labels is to strip labeled persons of other qualities. That a
welfare recipient may be a fine mother becomes irrelevant; the label
assumes that she, like all others in her category, is a bad mother, and she is
given no chance to prove otherwise.

Labels may do worse damage: they may sometimes force the labeled to
behave in ways defined by and in the labels. For example, if an adolescent
boy comes from a poor single-parent family, he may be stereotyped as hav-
ing grown up without male supervision and role models, and therefore
thought likely to become delinquent. Once he has done something wrong,
even as a child, he is labeled as a possible delinquent, is thereafter more apt
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to be picked up by the police, and, once he has begun to develop the
inevitable arrest record that goes with such pickups, may also be labeled as
a delinquent by the courts. The more often he is treated as a delinquent, the
more likely that nondelinquent opportunities may slowly but surely be
closed to him, and he could end up becoming a delinquent because he has
no other choices.® Ex-convicts who are not hired for respectable jobs face
this problem continually.

“Delinquency” is also a penal term and, like some of the other terms
and labels assigned to the poor, subjects those so described or labeled to
legal punishment as well as stigmatization. In nineteenth-century England
and America, people labeled as paupers could be sent to jails or work-
houses. Vagrants, vagabonds, and other labels attached to wandering poor
people were almost always penal concepts as well. Today, the word “pau-
per” is antiquarian, but vagrants can still be jailed and welfare recipients
can lose their benefits if they disobey the rules or even the government offi-
cials on whom they are dependent.

The terms and labels that are assigned to the poor and that designate
them as undeserving may be obstacles preventing their escape from
poverty. Ironically enough, at the same time as they are held back by labels,
poor people are expected to take advantage of job and self-improvement
opportunities to which they may not have access, including those from
which they have been barred by these very labels. The labels may be only
words, but they are words that can become powerful sticks and stones.

Labels are public and private, polite and profane, and tailored to the
habits of America’s various social classes. The terms and labels to be con-
sidered here are primarily used in the public communication of the upper-
middle-class and professional strata, for example in magazines such as
Newsweek or Time.” Occasionally elite words are adopted by other classes.
“Underclass” is a good example, for it appears not only in elite newspapers
such as the New York Times but in popular ones—Newsday, for example.

The public media limit themselves to politely worded labels, but less polite
terms and labels for the poor can be found in the private communications of
all classes. These are hard to study sociologically, precisely because they are
impolite as well as private.® This being America, with its taboo against class
terminology, popular private communication uses racial and ethnic labels far
more often than class ones, although these are usually reserved for low-
income people—from “wop” to “spic” and “nigger.”” Jonathan Rieder
reported the middle- and working-class white residents of the New York
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neighborhood of Canarsie talking about poor blacks—toward whom they
were extremely hostile—as “the element,” “animals,” and “boons.”1°

More polite words are also used, such as the standard in-group/out-group
dichotomy of “us” and “them”; indeed, a version of the latter, “these peo-
ple,” is generally used as an only moderately impolite pejorative for disliked
minorities. But even such words are not accessible to a study like mine,
which is based largely on the professional literature, news stories, and inter-

» «

views with journalists and others.!!

Professional researchers, however, try to shun even polite labels, and
come to consider their labels to be analytic or technical terms or concepts. !
Nonetheless, when the terms mainly accuse or celebrate an entire popula-
tion, they become labels, whatever else they are called.!

WAYS OF LABELING THE POOR:
A HISTORICAL SURVEY

Labels with which to stigmatize the poor have probably existed since the
emergence of hierarchical societies, but it suffices to look back to the end of
the medieval era to understand the historical context of today’s labels.!#
Since then, the poor have regularly been dichotomized, at least by critics of
the poor and formulators of laws about poverty, into two groups. The first
encompassed the sick and old, as well as the working poor, and was con-
sidered good or worthy of help, while the second, able-bodied nonworking
poor people, have been deemed unworthy.

America has inherited much of its labeling tradition from England,
which seems to have invented the modern version.!S The first users of the
distinction between worthy and unworthy poor people have never been
identified, but it began to be applied regularly when responsibility for the
English poor was given over from the centralized church to locally gov-
erned parishes starting in about the fourteenth century.’* The words
“deserving” and “undeserving” were actually invented much later, again in
England, in connection with discussions concerning the 1834 Poor Law.!”

Not surprisingly, labels for the various kinds of deserving poor are virtu-
ally nonexistent, although at this writing “working poor” is becoming an
increasingly positive label in mainstream American culture.’® Conversely,
the supply of labels for the undeserving poor, as of that for stigmatized
racial and ethnic groups, is plentiful.
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My historical survey of the labels for the undeserving poor is cursory
and meant to be merely illustrative.!” The label with the greatest longevity
may be “pauper,” although over the years it underwent several changes in
meaning. In the fourteenth century it was used to describe the mobile
poor.?’ Then it became a synonym for deserving poor women; later the
women became undeserving, but in the nineteenth century the word was
also used to label the impoverished men and women who would, in today’s
medical vocabulary, be considered depressed, and in the punitive vocabu-
lary lazy or shiftless.?!

I will list here only some of the other prominently used labels of the
past, with the help of a nineteenth-century classificatory scheme for the
undeserving poor: “defective, dependent, and delinquent.”?> The tri-
chotomy is not mutually exclusive, for some of the labels that classified the
poor as culturally, morally, and biologically defective also treated them as
criminal (or delinquent) and vice versa.

Despite the hostility the better-off classes have long felt toward poor
people who were not supporting themselves, there are not many words for
those solely or primarily dependent; in rough historical order, these include
“paupers,” “hard-core poor” (although people with this label are also
viewed as stubbornly, almost delinquently poor), and (today) “welfare
dependent” and “illegal immigrant.” The latter is a good example of a
term that has become a label.

The largest number of labels seems to have been invented for the various
kinds of poor people deemed defective. These include, again in approxi-
mate historical order: paupers (as shiftless); debauched; hopeless classes;
“ne’er-do-wells”; dregs; residue; residuum; feebleminded; morons; white
trash; school dropouts; culturally deprived or disadvantaged; and poor in
the culture of poverty.?® To this list must be added the class of labels that
view the defective poor as dangers to public health, referring to their
ragged and dirty state, their living in slums, and the like. This set of labels
was particularly important before and during the nineteenth century,
although some overtones of past labels survive in today’s AIDS victims and
needle-using substance-users.

The delinquents include the politically threatening: the dangerous
classes, Lumpenproletariat, and sometimes, rabble and mob.?* Charles
Loring Brace used the term “dangerous class” in America for homeless
children, also called street urchins or street arabs, because he feared what
they would do politically when they were adults.?* The remainder of the
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labels for delinquents mainly describe street people, criminal and other-
wise, although this informal survey found few older words for this label.
Today’s are all familiar, and include “bums,” “substance abusers” (includ-
ing the earlier “dissolute” and “debauched”), “gang members,” “mug-
gers,” “beggars,” and “panhandlers”—although some of these also double
as descriptive terms. In the 1980s, “babies having babies” became popular,
and in the 1990s, “illegitimacy” was revived to call particular attention to
the poor single-parent family.2¢

Two further types of labels deserve separate attention. The mobile or
transient poor have been considered delinquent since at least medieval
times, on the assumption that, being mobile, they were free from local
social control, and thus expected to turn to crime, mostly economic but
also sexual and' political, during their wanderings. The list includes
“vagabonds,” “vagrants,” “bums” once more, “street urchins” or “street
arabs,” “tramps,” “shiftless,” “lodgers,” “hobos,” “drifters,” “loiterers,”
and, more recently, “the homeless.”%” The mobile poor were particularly
threatening in the centuries before the invention of the police, and most
European languages include labels for them.?®

The other label type might be called class failures, for some labels,
including a few already listed above, treat the undeserving poor as being
below, or having fallen out of, the class structure.” Among these are
“residue,” “residuum,” “dregs,” and “lower-lower class”; but the label
that banishes the poor from the class hierarchy most literally is “the under-
class.”

All of the labeled are inevitably charged with the failure to adhere to one
or more mainstream values by their behavior, but this is why they are con-
sidered undeserving in the first place. The labels lend themselves to many
other kinds of analyses and distinctions, for example whether they pertain
to individuals, such as school dropouts, or to collectivities, like 2 mob.3°

A more significant distinction that deserves systematic study is the extent
to which labels are either race-blind or racially pejorative. Although most
labels for the poor are literally neutral with respect to ethnicity and race,
they have actually been meant mainly for immigrants and dark-skinned
people in the United States and elsewhere, even if most of those fitting the
labels probably came, and still come, from the majority population. In the
nineteenth century, a high proportion of those labeled in England were
Irish, while the Americans who were labeled were immigrants, many ini-
tially also Irish.3! Later in the century the labels were transferred to South-
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ern European Catholics and Eastern European Jews, who were typically
described as “swarthy races,” while Italian immigrants were also called
“guineas” because of their dark skin. Even before these immigrants had
been administered the intelligence tests that were newly invented to stigma-
tize and exclude them, many were deemed of low intelligence or even feeble-
minded by the eugenicists, who were almost all white Anglo-Saxon
Protestants (WASPs). But WASPs were not the only ones to conduct racial
labeling; a nineteenth-century American magazine intended for German-
Jewish readers described the newly arriving Eastern European Jewish immi-
grants as “miserable darkened Hebrews.”3?

Although some labels have cut across gender, criminal and mobile ones
have been mostly, if not completely, reserved for men, while women have
been labeled with economic, familial, and sexual failings.>* Mothers have
to be supported with tax funds as paupers or welfare recipients, but despite
the existence of home relief for men, poor men are rarely thought to be
welfare dependents. There is not even a regularly used label for their inabil-
ity to be stable breadwinners, probably because the better-off fear them
mainly as potentially violent street criminals. Conversely, although the
young men are periodically blamed for failing to pay child support, they
are rarely labeled for being unmarried parents, perhaps because of the tra-
ditional sexual double standard. Those men who impregnate several ado-
lescent women are sometimes labeled “studs,” but the women involved
have always borne the brunt of exclusively pejorative labeling.?*

Specific and Umbrella Labels

Labels and terms must also be distinguished by whether they refer to spe-
cific shortcomings or to general ones, which might be called umbrella labels
because they include a large number of faults under one cover.>* Umbrella
terms are not limited to the poor; more often they are widely known popu-
lar words that summarize or lump many technical ones. Thus, “schizophre-
nia” and “cancer” are widely used umbrellas in popular medical writing
even as medical specialists and researchers try to insist on the differences
between various kinds of cancers and types of schizophrenia.3¢

Most labels for the poor have been specific, although the people to
which they are given are sometimes thought so dangerous or flawed that
people labeled with one word are accused of having other faults, until
finally the label is broadened into an umbrella one. Michael Katz rightly
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describes this process as “the interchangeability of defects.” “Welfare recip-
ient” is a good example, for while recipients are accused mainly of eco-
nomic dependency, they are also labeled as lacking “family values”—failing
to get married, being sexually promiscuous, raising school dropouts and
delinquent youngsters, as well as giving birth to another generation of
unmarried mothers who will turn welfare dependence into a permanent
state.

Umbrella labels accomplish this process of interchangeability and
expansion automatically, for they are of sufficiently vast scope to cover
with one word almost all the sins the undeserving poor can be accused of
committing. Two other characteristics further distinguish umbrella labels
from specific ones. First, they ascribe the behavior of the poor people
involved to a prime cause, usually attached to the label itself—for example,
genetic impairment in the case of the feebleminded and internalization for
the culture of poverty. Second, these causes are powerful enough so that
they are perceived to function permanently. As a result, the deficiencies
summarized in the label are passed on automatically to future generations.
Three major umbrella labels have been popular in the twentieth century:
feeblemindedness, the culture of poverty, and the underclass.

THE LABEL-FORMATION PROCESS

Putting an end to the labels unfairly assigned to the poor cannot be accom-
plished without understanding the origins of labels and the processes, as
well as the agents and agencies, responsible for the formation, communica-
tion, popularity, and eventual disappearance of these labels.?”

The process begins with the label-makers, who invent the label, or rein-
vent, redefine, or refine an old one, and the reasons, as well as precipitating
events, if any, that lead them to do what they do. Many label-makers may
actually intend to describe rather than to label, but later historical hindsight
makes it clear that they played a major role in making the label, and that
the reasons they chose to use new words help in understanding why these
labels are then used by others.

In this day and age, most label-makers are professionals: academics and
other researchers, journalists, or practitioners working with the poor—or
against them. In fact, a significant number of the label-makers recent
enough to be identifiable have been social scientists.3® The most famous of
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these is undoubtedly Karl Marx, who translated the Victorian phrase
“ragged poor” into Lumpenproletariat.

Effective label-makers need to perform, or delegate, two other tasks.
They have to be alarm-raisers or alarmists, able to persuade their audiences
that their new word identifies a population that that audience already thinks
or is prepared to believe is responsible for alarming problems.?* Alarmists
are most effective when they are good at attention-seeking and -getting,
which is why they often come from storytelling occupations such as writing,
journalism, reform, and politics.*? Label-makers also have to be or have
access to counters, who can supply numbers indicating that the labeled pop-
ulation is sufficiently large to be alarming. Such famous nineteenth-century
students of the London poor as Charles Booth and Henry Mayhew are clas-
sic figures in the history of alarmist counting.

Like other producers of symbolic goods, label-makers have to put
together, intentionally or otherwise, the right ingredients to result in a pop-
ular label, and not all these ingredients are under their control. The label
must alarm or at least gain the attention of many people, “grabbing” them,
as journalists like to put it.! In order to grab, the label must possess
metaphoric and perhaps graphic qualities that signify or symbollze danger,
either to personal safety or to mainstream values.

Also, labels should refer to the failings of already feared or disliked peo-
ple, and not to processes or concepts—which is why “feebleminded” was a
long-lasting label, and “culture of poverty” was not. Above all, successful
labels must be credible, and while believability is up to the believer, a vague
label is more popular than an unambiguous one. Today, so is a single-word
label, short enough to fit a headline. “Underclass” fits all these require-
ments nicely.

Different times probably require different labels, and there may even be
times when no label for the undeserving poor is needed, either because an
old one is being used or because full employment and affluence eliminate
poverty as a subject of public or private concern. Perhaps other pressing
social problems then preoccupy the general public, although there seem to
be few problems for which the poor cannot be blamed.

At times, a new label only becomes popular after an old one has lost
favor, and at times there is competition between alternative labels. Most
often, however, the sorting or replacement process is gradual enough to be
less than openly competitive, and in most cases it is probably invisible, with
the people who do the sorting testing new words they have heard on each
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other before using them in public. If the tests are successful, public tryouts
can begin.*?

Normally, the new label is of the same genre as the old one, as when
post-Civil War America invented “tramp” to replace earlier European
words such as “vagrant” and “vagabond.” At times, however, there is a
change of genre as well, when changing conditions, or innovations in scien-
tific or popular ideology, are expressed in label replacements. This is
demonstrated, for example, in the shift from labels like “pauper” and
“tramp” to those in the “feebleminded” genre, reflecting the new belief
that the undeservingness of the poor was caused mainly by heredity, and
not just by morality or lack of it.

Even the most popular labels do not remain static. In our time at least,
they are communicated mainly by various kinds of journalists, who, unlike
academics, rarely look up or cite established definitions, and must also
adapt their definitions to the particular stories for which they use the label.
A vicious mugger cannot be defined into the same underclass as a welfare
dependent.** As a result, labels undergo broadening, in which they may
develop subsidiary meanings, or be attached to other populations.

The actual survival of labels depends on communicators and willing
media.** Journalists, from reporters to columnists and editors, also need
events and news “pegs” to justify use of a label. There is no a priori reason
why labels should be communicated mainly by journalists, however, since
experts, popularizers, church-related or secular moralists, politicians, penal
and other officials dealing with the poor, and writers of print or electronic
fiction could also do so. In fact, most successful innovations are actually
communicated by word-of-mouth, even if now also electronically transmit-
ted on computer networks, among professional and lay opinion leaders—
and by opinion “followers” who make word-of-mouth actually work.

Above all, establishing new labels in popular communication requires
the willingness of label users, who are in this day and age often audiences,
to attend to a new word and sometimes to give up old labels to which they
may have become accustomed. But the greater the willingness of audiences
to pay attention to the innovation, the greater also the subsequent efforts of
communicators to use the label repeatedly, in the hope of holding on to the
audience’s often elusive attention.

Ancillary to but important in the label-making and communicating
processes are legitimators, whose pronouncements and credentials justify
the use of the label, particularly if it is brand new or controversial.** Legiti-




Labeling the Poor 21

mators are now often researchers or other experts, but they can also be lay
people, particularly if they are popular politicians, best-selling authors, or,
in the 1990s, radio talk show hosts.

Direct legitimators participate personally, by speaking, writing, or letting
their words be used directly for justification purposes.* Indirect or support-
ive legitimators do the research that can be used to count the labeled, or to
suggest that they are alarming. In some ways the most important supportive
legitimators are the funders, who pay for the research, conferences, and
publications that allow researchers, and the direct legitimators used by jour-
nalists, to do their work. The funders may be rich private individuals, foun-
dations, and the government, and their power and prestige can add to the
effectiveness of their other legitimating efforts.

The ever-present participants in all of these processes are the labeled, the
poor people who are the silent, unasked, unwilling targets of the label.

Label formation does not operate in a vacuum, and the ultimate expla-
nation for the success of a label must eventually include what I think of as
contextual conditions. These range from individuals to powerful agencies
to impersonal forces, but also include those set in motion by traumatic
events such as plagues, depressions, and wars. These often create worries
that make a population susceptible and receptive to a label. To return once
more to that distinctively American word “tramp,” it was first invented to
describe the ex~Civil War soldiers “tramping” around the country looking
for work.

The forces, agencies, and individuals that make up contextual condi-
tions can come from a variety of sectors of society, but they are usually the
sufficient factor in the label-making process. Without contextual conditions
or changes in them that lead the better-off to worry, they will not resort to
labeling the poor. And when these conditions stop operating, the label dies.
Thus “residuum,” the prevailing turn-of-the-century English label for the
persistently jobless and poor that crowded the cities, disappeared almost
instantaneously at the beginning of World War I, when the labeled people
found jobs in the war economy.*’

The “residuum” vanished with the arrival of full employment, but new
labels for the poor arise from time to time and others disappear without
such dramatic changes in contextual conditions. Typically labels collect
enough enemies—who might be called “label-killers”—over time so that
they eventually lose their credibility.*®

Strangely enough, dead labels are occasionally revived, decades later, by



22 THE WAR AGAINST THE POOR

romanticizers who resurrect and transform them to celebrate one or
another virtue, imagined or real, of the past, at which point once-negative
labels become positive. Tramps and hoboes are now viewed as romantic
figures, and slowly but surely, so are hippies, once the undeserving middle-
class poor of the 1960s. Popular American writers and filmmakers have
also romanticized foreign preindustrial people and cultures—the Bushmen
of the Kalahari, for example, who are victims of labeling at home, and their
peers in the Amazon who are, like the Bushmen, being killed or driven out

of their jungle homes.*

LABEL FORMATION BEFORE “UNDERCLASS”:
“FEEBLEMINDEDNESS” AND
“THE CULTURE OF POVERTY”

The label-formation process that eventually led to “feeblemindedness” had
its beginnings with Francis Galton, Charles Darwin’s cousin, who initiated
family heredity studies in 1860 in part because of his concerns about the
survival of the white race.*® Galton used the studies to justify his advocacy
of eugenic policies to protect the racial, and presumably the cultural and
political, dominance of the English elite.’! His concerns and terminology
also caught on quickly in America, where a number of amateur researchers
and social workers (in today’s terminology) took over from English biolo-
gists and statisticians, conducting genealogical studies of very poor families
who appeared to demonstrate the disastrous moral effects of heredity.5?

The first American genealogical researcher, Richard Dugdale, was
mainly concerned with identifying hereditary criminal and sexually deviant
tendencies. A well-born reformer, Dugdale began his family research
serendipitously, for while on an official prison reform project, he met sev-
eral members of a rural upstate New York family he called the Jukes. This
encounter persuaded Dugdale to find as many Jukes as possible, and to
enumerate what he viewed as their hereditary defects. He published his
results in 1875, and the case history research method he used would be fol-
lowed by his successors for the next half century.

Unlike the self-styled “scientific reformers” of the period, Dugdale does
not seem to have been particularly interested in punishing the poor. He
considered himself a sociologist, but not a eugenicist, identifying himself as
a Lamarckian who thought that environmental reforms, especially moral
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and educational ones, could somehow help the poor. “Heredity,” he wrote,
“is the preponderating factor . . . but it is, even then, capable of marked
modification for better or worse by the character of the environment.”%*

The term “feeblemindedness” was not introduced until the twentieth
century, toward the end of the family studies period. First used in England,
the term was made famous in America by Henry Goddard, a Ph.D. in psy-
chology who worked part of his life as a superintendent of facilities for the
retarded, and may have become a label-maker as a result of his best-selling
books.*> Goddard is probably best known for his extensive study of a New
Jersey family whose alleged feeblemindedness he traced from the time of
the Revolutionary War to the twentieth century, and which he published in
1912 as The Kallikak Family. He considered his major opus, however, to
be his 1914 book, Feeblemindedness.’® It sought to demonstrate the feeble-
mindedness of criminal and deviant Southern and Eastern European immi-
grants, and it appeared just as America’s anti-immigrant sentiments were
reaching a peak.*” In the book, Goddard gave the term its umbrella quality,
tracing all of the period’s “dependent, defective, and delinquent” behavior
patterns and people to feeblemindedness, using simple correlational statis-
tics to make broad causal claims. As a result, Goddard could justify feeble-
mindedness as an umbrella label for the undeserving poor.

Needless to say, Goddard did not consider himself a label-maker. He
saw himself as doing scientific research and was described as a dedicated
researcher by those who later wrote about him. He was also, however, a
dedicated member of the eugenicist movement advocating policies to root
out biological inferiority, which may have helped taint his research. For
example, Goddard’s major fieldworker, being as ignorant of proper field-
work methods as she was of proper clinical diagnosis, later reported that
she had determined feeblemindedness from the appearance and the living
arrangements of the Kallikaks; and she constructed the family genealogy
and the alleged misdeeds of its members, not to mention the mental state of
the dead ones, mainly from area gossip.’® Many years later, Stephen Jay
Gould discovered that Henry Goddard had doctored the photographs of
the Kallikaks that he included in his book to make them look deranged and
threatening.®

Whether as label or “scientific” term, “feeblemindedness” had an immense
effect on America. It, and the eugenicists who publicized it, helped bring
about, among other things, intelligence tests used to exclude poor people
from a variety of opportunities, sterilization of allegedly feebleminded
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people, and the 1925 legislation that virtually ended immigration from
countries other than Northern and Western Europe until 1965.6°

The feeblemindedness label, like the eugenics movement itself, lasted
until the end of World War II, when its claims were rejected by systematic
research and its ideas by the revulsion against Nazi race ideology and pol-
icy, although sterilization of the poor continued in some American states
until the 1970s. Several class-biased intelligence tests have survived until
today, and semblances of old racist thought returned in the 1960s with the
attempt by scattered psychologists and others to find genetic evidence
attesting to differences in intelligence between blacks and whites. The
development of sociobiology, and then of basic and applied genetic
research, has subsequently resulted in a variety of claims about the genetic
causes of poverty-related behavior patterns.®! In the fall of 1994, the publi-
cation of several books correlating, like Goddard’s, poverty, crime, and a
variety of poverty-related behavior patterns with intelligence, heredity, and
even genes, and then treating these correlations as causes, has broadened
the underclass label to invent a hereditary or genetic underclass.5?

The Culture of Poverty

The history of the culture of poverty, the other umbrella label to precede
the underclass, is very different. Although it also had scholarly beginnings,
it was associated with a single researcher, the anthropologist Oscar Lewis.
He defined it as a quasi-pathological culture besetting an estimated 20 per-
cent of America’s poor that consisted of sixty-two “traits,” among them all
of the typical behavioral and personality characteristics used to describe
and label the undeserving poor. In a much-quoted phrase that highlights his
conception, Lewis pointed out that “The culture of poverty . . . tends to
perpetuate itself from generation to generation because of its effects on the
children. By the time the slum children are age six or seven, they have usu-

ally absorbed the basic values . . . and are not psychologically geared to
take full advantage of . . . increased opportunities that may occur in their
lifetime.

Lewis had originally developed what he thought to be a concept in con-
nection with, and to pull together, his research in Mexico.** By the mid-
1960s he had become world-famous for La Vida and other books, and the
response to his public lectures on his work in Mexico and Puerto Rico,
which he undertook at the time of the War on Poverty, encouraged him to
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Americanize his idea, and to repeat it frequently.®® Partly because of his
responsiveness to journalists, he saw it turn into a pejorative label in the
1960s. Perhaps because it was an impersonal phrase rather than a single
word, it never became widely used, however, and both it and Lewis’s origi-
nal concept began to fade away after Lewis’s premature death in 1970.

Nonetheless, during the 1960s it played a major role in the ideological
and policy battles over the causes of poverty and over the deservingness of
the poor among liberals and conservatives. At the end of that decade, and
after the ghetto uprisings of the period, Lewis’s phrase may have helped to
influence the arrival of the academic term “lower-class culture,” which
became an occasional label for journalists in the 1970s as a synonym for
“the undeserving poor,” until it was replaced by “underclass” in the 1980s.

The contextual conditions that created a demand for a new label during
the turbulence of the 1960s was mainly responsible for turning “the culture
of poverty” into a pejorative label. Lewis was helpful, however, though per-
haps unintentionally, in the transformation, for he never turned the culture
of poverty into a tested scientific concept. Being unable but also unwilling to
analyze the immense amount of data he had collected to develop his con-
cept, but also being reluctant to drop the term, Lewis relied instead on dra-
matic illustrations from his case studies—just what journalists and his
lecture audiences needed to use it as a label.®6 “The culture of poverty” also
lent itself to becoming a synonym for undeservingness, because Lewis could
be read to claim, as in the above-quoted excerpt, that the culture made the
poor responsible for remaining poor, and he could thus be interpreted, as he
often was, as blaming the victims for their own poverty. Lewis did not help
matters by the resemblance of many of his sixty-two “traits” to features of
earlier labels, including “feeblemindedness.” Moreover, Lewis seemed to
compare the poor in the culture of poverty invidiously to an unmentioned
middle class, and to several (named) foreign poor populations. Once, he
even claimed that “most primitive people have achieved a higher level of
socio-cultural organization than our modern urban slum dwellers.”¢”

Whether or not Lewis intended to be deliberately pejorative, he also
described himself as a socialist, who believed that the culture of poverty
could only be eradicated by socialism.®® But on the other hand, like some
other anthropologists of his time, Lewis was fascinated by psychiatry, and
thus Lewis believed that the culture could also be eradicated by stationing
psychiatric social workers in the homes of the poor living in the culture of
poverty.®’
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Ironically enough, the first writer to use Lewis’s phrase to describe
American poverty was an active socialist, Michael Harrington, who
referred to it several times in his best-selling 1962 book, The Other Amer-
ica, which helped to initiate the War on Poverty. Harrington’s “culture of
poverty” was an economic term, however, which paid little attention to
“culture” or to its transmission to later generations. Instead, Harrington
indicated emphatically and repeatedly how the economy and social struc-
ture limited the opportunities of the poor and produced a culture of
poverty they could not choose and did not want.”® While Harrington said
what the socialist part of Lewis might have wanted to say, giving Lewis the
opportunity to use Harrington’s analysis to support his own term, Lewis
himself was angry at Harrington for borrowing and “misinterpreting” his
concept, and instead dwelt on its cultural—that is, behavioral—features.”!
As the next chapter suggests, “underclass” also first came to public atten-
tion as an economic term and then became a behavioral label.



CRLIzAS R ELRGED:

The Invention of the
Underclass Label

The story of the making of “the underclass” into a behavioral term and
label is worth telling because it can supply information about much of the
label-formation process not available for past labels: who made it happen,
how, and why. The basic story is that of a professor’s newly minted term
being transformed into a popular label in a process that was helped along
by social scientists and journalists, among others. Although the label
“grabbed” nearly everyone it touched, including social scientists and jour-
nalists, it would not have become as widely known as it has become with-
out a variety of contextual conditions, including changes in the U.S.
economy and political climate during the 1980s. The end product was the
reinvigoration of an ancient stereotype of the poor that only needed to be
stimulated by a new label to grab the better-off population.!

The term “underclass” was coined by Gunnar Myrdal, the Swedish (or,
more correctly, multinational) economist, who used it in a small book for
the general American public, Challenge to Affluence, published in 1963.2 In
predicting a pessimistic future for the American economy, Myrdal used
“under-class” as an economic term to describe the victims of deindustrial-
ization and what would later be called the postindustrial economy, but
both Myrdal’s use of the term and the analysis of these economic victims
was brief.
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Myrdal’s fullest definition of “under-class” is “an unprivileged class of
unemployed, unemployables and underemployed who are more and more
hopelessly set apart from the nation at large and do not share in its life, its
ambitions and its achievements.”3 Myrdal did not describe this popula-
tion’s race, its gender, or its cultural behavior other than to imply its lack of
hope. Myrdal mentioned “the under-class” directly only three further times
in his book—and indirectly twice more—and each time mainly to repeat
his initial thesis: an under-class, consisting of people forced out of the labor
market by the changes in the economy he foresaw, was being created. The
book’s main agenda was to propose economic reform to solve the problems
he saw in the American future; only one of these perceived problems was
the formation of an underclass.

Myrdal actually reinvented “under-class,” borrowing a now obsolete
nineteenth-century Swedish word for lower class, underklass, and adding a
hyphen.* Myrdal said nothing pejorative about the under-class, although
many nineteenth-century Swedish writers had used the term as a synonym
for the undeserving poor. There was one major exception to this prevailing
usage: the most famous writer to use underklass, the playwright August
Strindberg, stressed the virtues of its members as those of his mother, who
came from it.’ Strindberg also offered a more general and sociological con-
ception of the term, writing, for example, “Society is an invention of the
overklass in order to keep the underklass below it.”¢

Challenge to Affluence was published during the post-World War II era
of affluence. Also, Myrdal was then writing mostly about international eco-
nomic issues, which may explain why he, and his book, received little
notice in America.” Myrdal used “under-class” only once more after Chal-
lenge to Affluence, in 1970, and died in 1987, just before it reached its
peak as a pejorative behavioral term.?

“UNDERCLASS” TURNS RACIAL AND BEHAVIORAL

In 1963, there seemed to be no demand for a new label for the undeserving
poor. The eugenicists’ writings had been firmly rejected, and the European
immigrants so feared by them had become Americanized and were for the
most part ensconced in the middle class. Michael Harrington’s The Other
America had been published in 1962, but any comparison of his notion of
the culture of poverty to Myrdal’s under-class could only have suggested
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that the two writers agreed almost entirely on the nature, causes, and
effects of poverty. And since Harrington’s book was widely reviewed even
before President Kennedy read it, it should not be surprising that Myrdal’s
term was virtually unknown.

That situation continued for about the next decade. The mid-1960s,
however, brought the ghetto uprisings in Watts, and then in Newark,
Detroit, and elsewhere, and the subsequent liberalization of welfare eligibil-
ity and welfare benefits. These events and others generated a backlash, one
element of which was a new phase of writing critical of the black poor. It
set the groundwork for the emergence of “the underclass” as both a racial
term and a pejorative label.

Actually the shift from a nonracial underclass to a racial one took place
as early as 1964, when Tom Kahn, an associate of Michael Harrington,
used the term, now without Myrdal’s hyphen, to write about poverty and
inequality.® But Kahn, Lee Rainwater, I, and a few others who wrote in
passing about the black underclass either followed Myrdal’s definition of
economic victimhood, or treated “underclass” as a new term for extreme
or persistent poverty.'® That “underclass™ also made occasional appear-
ances in a handful of other publications, including the February 1969 issue
of the social science magazine Trans-action, a publication written to reach
a popular audience.!! As a result, the word may have begun to become
known to some journalists and other readers, although there was little evi-
dence of any wider use.

Actually, three other terms were more often used in reaction to the civil
disorders of the 1960s—and all were behavioral, pejoratively used labels
that blamed poor blacks for their actual or imagined behavior. Two first
appeared in, and were borrowed from, Daniel P. Moynihan’s 1965 “Moyn-
ihan Report.” Moynihan used the first, “the female-headed black family,”
to identify a major cause of wider black problems.!? The second term was a
phrase, “tangle of pathology,” which Moynihan took from E. Franklin Fra-
zier’s analysis of the black poor.!?

The third term was an old sociological concept, “lower class,” which
Edward Banfield redefined as a behavioral label in 1968 in a frequently
mentioned article entitled “Rioting Mainly for Fun and Profit.”'* In addi-
tion to the theme announced in the article’s title, Banfield wrote critically
about a “lower class” that lacked especially the ability to defer gratifica-
tions and to plan for the future.'S These shortcomings were of venerable
vintage; they had been mentioned as behavioral failures by British and
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American writers at least since the nineteenth century.'® Banfield’s term prob-
ably never moved far out of the academy, although journalists occasionally
used it in their articles in the 1970s until they discovered “underclass.”1”

In 1973 Myrdal’s word reappeared but with a further transformation: it
became a behavioral term as well as a racial one. The new definition first
appeared in an article in the conservative journal The Public Interest, in a
wide-ranging and often thoughtful description of the physical and social
deterioration of the South Side Chicago neighborhood of Woodlawn.!#

Most of the article concerned the out-migration of Woodlawn’s middle-
class and working-class blacks, the unprofitability of housing the black
poor, and the arson that was slowly destroying the area. In addition, it
focused on the gang activity, violence, and “criminal terror” carried out by
young black males, especially those active in violent criminal gangs, whom
the article called a “destructive residual underclass.”'® The authors did not
supply a formal definition or a more detailed description of the underclass,
and sometimes also used the term to refer to unspecified others. They sup-
plied little empirical evidence about this underclass other than telling the
story of the best-known criminal gang, the Blackstone Rangers.?° Nonethe-
less, they felt confident in explaining that the underclass was “largely the
product of urban welfare policies, which institutionalize poverty, stifle
upward mobility, and discourage stable family formation for a large num-
ber of blacks.”?!

With hindsight the article can be considered a first step in the label-mak-
ing process that took place later in the decade, although unlike the later
label-makers its authors resorted only tangentially to the rhetoric and
stereotyping associated with labeling per se. These authors were Winston
Moore, a correctional psychologist, who then worked as an executive in
Chicago’s correctional system; Charles P. Livermore, a Chicago youth-work
executive with a social work background and previous familiarity with
Chicago gangs; and George F. Galland, Jr., a law student at the University
of Chicago, which abuts Woodlawn.?? Livermore had chosen the term
“underclass”—he had read or heard it somewhere—although none of the
authors knew any of the local social scientists and journalists subsequently
identified with the term.??

As Livermore pointed out, not only did the term appeal to him—*“a light
went on” is how he put it—but he felt it fit the Woodlawn criminal gang
scene better than Banfield’s “lower class,” which he also used in the article.
In fact, he added “residual” to “underclass” because he felt a class term,
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and class analysis in general, were insufficient to explain the violent and
terrorizing behavior of a small group of young criminals. For Livermore,
then, “underclass” was a new term, previously unknown and undefined,
and thus useful for understanding what he felt to be a distinctive situa-
tion.2*

The article’s publication in a prominent conservative journal was no
accident. Not only did its critique of government welfare-state policies fol-
low the basic Public Interest line, but Livermore was familiar with the jour-
nal and some of its editors, including Daniel P. Moynihan, whom he
described as an “acquaintance.”?*

With this article, the double transformation of Myrdal’s economic and
race-blind term into a behavioral and pejorative label for a poor racial
minority had begun. Looking backward, such a transformation should not
have been unexpected, because it has happened to many of the terms that
preceded “the underclass.” “Pauper,” for example, was a synonym for the
poor supplicant and thus a term of economic victimhood before it turned
into a synonym for dependency and shiftlessness. Likewise, Michael Har-
rington had written about the American culture of poverty as an effect of
poverty only a decade earlier, but later it was turned into an at least partly
behavioral label for some of America’s poor. :

Nonetheless, the history of “underclass” did not proceed in a straight
line or on a logical path. At about the same time Myrdal’s term underwent
its behavioral redefinition, it also surfaced as a synonym for black poverty
in the June 17, 1974, issue of Time. The occasion was a cover story on the
successes of the growing black middle class, but it included a brief boxed
story entitled “The Underclass: Enduring Dilemma,” which made a refer-
ence to the one-third of the black population living below the poverty line
and described it simply as a “troubled underclass,” as if the term was suffi-

ciently well known not to need definition.

The Behavioral “Underclass” Enters the Mainstream Media

Three years after Time’s box and four years after Moore’s article, the
behavioral black underclass suddenly reappeared. Once more, the place
was Time, but now the term was far more broadly defined than in the Pub-
lic Interest article.?’ It was also more prominently displayed, appearing in
the title of the cover story for the August 29, 1977, issue of a magazine
with a readership of millions. The appearance of this article, and the way it
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defined the underclass, began the process by which it replaced all the earlier
behavioral terms, was turned into a label, and became the popular label it
is today.

Titled “The American Underclass: Destitute and Desperate in the Land of
Plenty,” the article defined the label in alarmist language in the first para-
graph, describing “a large group of people who are more intractable, more
socially alien and more hostile than almost anyone had imagined. They are
the unreachables: the American underclass.” Time indicated that this under-
class “is made up mostly of impoverished urban blacks who still suffer from
the heritage of slavery,” and emphasized their poverty, addiction, and their
status as “victims and victimizers in the culture of the street hustle.”?® That
“the underclass” was meant to be a racial term was already suggested on
the cover page, where it was subtitled “Minority within a Minority.”

The rest of the article was a review, in Time’s typical hyperbolic lan-
guage but without much supportive evidence, of the poverty and isolation
of the underclass as well as its anger and dangerousness, although the vari-
ous elements of the story were not entirely consistent.?’ Thus the text and
pictures in the article focused to a considerable extent on the underclass as
a group of victims, without detailing who or what was victimizing it. Like-
wise, the cover drawing was a mixture of black and Hispanic faces, male
and female, with the strongest figure, the one in front, seeming to signal
defeat rather than anger.3

The more dramatic language was reserved for the victimizers: “the ram-
paging members [who] carried out much of the orgy of looting and burning
that swept New York’s ghettoes during the July blackout.”3! In addition,
Time made its own attempt to count the underclass (one of the first such
attempts), suggesting that “it must number at least 7 million to 8 million
Americans—perhaps even 10 million.”32

The people Time assigned to the underclass were familiar from earlier
labels: using the magazine’s language, they were juvenile delinquents,
school dropouts, drug addicts, and welfare mothers (also “welfare depen-
dents”), as well as looters, arsonists, violent criminals, unmarried mothers,
pimps, pushers, panhandlers. The most interesting characteristic of the list
is that it included almost everyone who was subsequently labeled as under-
class up to the mid-1990s. f

Time’s underclass cover, and its prescient label, almost did not see the
light of day. Elvis Presley had died after the story had been scheduled for
the cover, and only an order—itself unusual—from Hedley Donovan, the
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editor-in-chief of all Time Inc. publications, prevented its being replaced by
a Presley obituary cover.>?

Even if Hedley Donovan had not vetoed the Presley obituary, chances
are that the underclass material would have appeared subsequently, for the
story had been written in response to “the feeling that things were getting
worse.” “Things” referred to black youth crime, which had been a July
1977 Time cover, as well as what was perceived by the people who had
worked on the underclass story as the more general discomfort of the mag-
azine’s readers, and thus the country’s middle classes, with the problems
and the behavior of some poor black Americans.

Another influential voice in support of the underclass cover was the
highest placed of Time’s black journalists, who was then the Chicago
bureau chief. He lobbied for stories about the black poor, and had insti-
gated Time’s first use of “underclass” in 1974, feeling urgently that Time’s
white readers should learn about black poverty as they were reading a
cover story about the achievements of the black middle class.

Still, a postponed or revived underclass article would not necessarily
have used the term “underclass,” for none of the principals involved in pro-
ducing the cover story had any investment or even particular interest in the
term. The black journalist wanted Time to run more stories about black
poverty, but he was not interested in terminology.>*

Furthermore, in Time’s organizational structure at the time none of the
reporters were responsible for the cover story’s text or its title. Even the
writer of the cover story text, a young Canadian-born journalist, was not
much interested in the term “underclass.” For him the cover was then just
an assignment.>* The senior editor in charge of supervising the cover
claimed credit for the use of the word, but he recalled that his main interest
in it was as another example of Time’s invention of new terms.>¢ Actually,
no one at Time seems to have been aware that the term was not new, even
if Time was the first large-circulation magazine to use it.” In any case,
“underclass” arrived in the magazine and therefore in the major public
media almost by accident.

The last stage in the label-making process took place four years later,
with a set of articles in the New Yorker. Ken Auletta, their author, was a
journalist with an M.A. in political science, and his three 1981 articles as
well as his 1982 book were entitled The Underclass.® Auletta’s writings
established “the underclass” as a behavioral term that lent itself to being
used as a label, beginning with weekly journals of opinion and monthly
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magazines catering to “educated” (read mainly upper-middle-class) read-
ers, until it diffused into general use in the media over the next ten years.

Auletta’s work had a number of parallels to the Time article. To begin
with, he too was reacting to the worsening of “things.” As he put it, “I
wanted to go beyond what I had done in the book on New York City’s fiscal
crisis, the social aspect, something about the homeless and lost people I was
seeing in the subway.”3® He expressed his reaction to the worsening of
“things” in an alarmist tone, beginning with a reference in his second para-
graph to “the bulging crime, welfare and drug statistics—and the all-too-
visible rise in anti-social behavior—that afflicts most American cities.”* He
also counted the underclass, reporting nearly a dozen then available esti-
mates of its size, although he wisely did not commit himself to any single fig-
ure.*! And like the Time article, Auletta placed a long list of people in the
underclass, each of whom, he argued, “feels excluded from society, rejects
commonly accepted values, suffers from bebavioral as well as income defi-
ciencies.”*? Accordingly, he lumped together under a single umbrella term
street criminals, drug addicts, hustlers, alcoholics, drifters, the homeless—
including the women who were called shopping-bag ladies in those days—
and the mentally ill, as well as the welfare recipients, ex-addicts, ex-convicts,
school dropouts, and delinquents on whom he reported in detail.*?

It is tempting to speculate whether the term “underclass” would have
been forgotten again after Time’s 1977 cover if Auletta had not used it, but
while his choice of terms was hardly predetermined, it was by no means
arbitrary. For one thing, Auletta, like Time’s reporters, had ties to the Urban
League. In fact, Auletta thought he might have found the word there, or
from Manpower Demonstration Research Corporation staff he interviewed
for his book. Later, he thought that he might have seen it in Time’s cover
story, in which case that magazine is ultimately the primary label-maker. In
the second chapter of his book Auletta discussed the reasons for turning
down competing terms, one factor being that he needed a “flexible” term to
cover the various kinds of people he was writing about.** And finally he
wanted a term that “would get people to listen . . . that resonated.”*

In effect, the die may have been cast. Auletta’s subject, as he saw it,
required an umbrella term, and his role, that of a professional writer who
wanted to attract readers and buyers, sent him toward an attention-getting
term. And Auletta, like others before him, sensed that “underclass” already
grabbed or would grab people.

Although Auletta believed himself to be writing about a descriptive




The Invention of the Underclass Label 35

term, his “underclass” could often be read as a pejorative label. Hindsight
also suggests, however, that Auletta’s work ended the label-making process,
virtually all major popular uses of “underclass” as a behavioral label since
then being derived from his or earlier definitions. Thus the label-making
process was over by 1982, although the term has been broadened and oth-
erwise extended subsequently.

Perhaps Auletta became the decisive maker of this label because he had
more time and words at his disposal than his colleagues at Time. That he
expanded his articles into a book may be even more significant, for a book
is always a more permanent statement than an article. Perhaps most impor-
tant, he conducted extensive research, supplying enough data to allow sub-
sequent journalists to feel that “underclass” was a term that could be used
to label poor people by reporters and columnists who had to write 800-
word stories, sometimes with little time for fact gathering or reflection. In
effect, then, Auletta may have pretested the label for later writers. Also,
Auletta had quoted enough experts to convince those readers (and journal-
ists) who needed convincing that a behavioral term fit the poor people he
was writing about better than a purely economic term modeled on
Myrdal’s original analysis did.*

Label Replacement

The making of the underclass label may be distinctive because it does not
seem to have been preceded by a period of label replacement. Between the
early and late 1970s, when “underclass” had begun to surface, journalists
who had heard the word asked relevant or accessible scholars for their
reactions, but apparently they came with few existing terms or labels.*’
Banfield’s “lower class” was the principal one, perhaps even the only one.*?

From the mid-1970s on, at least, journalists used “lower class” as a syn-
onym for poor, low-status, and politically powerless people. Nor did
“lower class” disappear when “underclass” became prominent; it contin-
ues to be used by journalists alongside other terms to this day, maintaining
minor but steady annual use figures since the mid-1980s, as shown in table
2.1.% The most likely reason that “lower class” never became a behavioral
term or label is that when the demand for a new label emerged in the early
1980s, “underclass” had become available. Furthermore, a class under all
of the others was clearly a more dramatic term than a class merely lower

than some others.°
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Broadening the Underclass

Once “underclass” had been established as both an economic and behav-
ioral term and label in the news media, it underwent the rapid broadening
that had taken place among earlier terms and labels to make them fit the
needs of their moments.

An important broadening of the behavioral term has been to increase
the list of the stigmatized, including homeless people and panhandlers, as
well as crack users and sometimes dealers, who were practically unknown
when the label-makers were at work in the late 1970s and early 1980s. In
some communities, the term has been extended to public housing tenants,
and since the early 1990s it has spread to immigrants, notably illegal
ones.’! In addition, welfare recipients have been featured more prominently
as members of the underclass than when Time and Auletta were inventing
the label, as have poor unmarried teenage mothers.

An equally prominent form of broadening is to add elaborating or quali-
fying adjectives to create new meanings, or to further emphasize the dan-
gerousness of the underclass. Such adjectives include several with
essentially the same ominous meaning: “permanent,” “intergenerational,”
“biological” (or “genetic”) and “hereditary,” and, less often, “entrenched.”
Sometimes the underclass is seen as desperate and dependent or hardened
and “hard-core” (a term first applied to the poor in the 1960s), and it is
often assumed to be growing. Several observers have suggested that some
of the labeled are so stigmatized as to constitute a sub-underclass, “the
lowest of the underclass, or those who have fallen out of it.”5* And with
the same point in mind, President Clinton altered the term somewhat in
1993, saying “it’s not an underclass anymore. . . . It’s an outer class.”33

A third broadening applies more to the underclass as an economic term.
For example, “permanent” and “trapped” have been used since the late
1970s with “underclass” to describe a permanently poor and jobless popu-
lation. The economic term is also broadened whenever the poor are being
deprived of the newest goods and services in the mainstream consumer
package, as when “information underclass” is used to point out that the
poor are unable to afford access to the “information superhighway.”

Another broadening expands the term beyond the stigmatized and the
poor. Some writers call attention to a “political underclass” to emphasize
its powerlessness, although usually the group in question is either the poor
or poor blacks.** Another kind of powerlessness associated with the under-
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class is gendered, so that sometimes even affluent women are thought to be
part of a gender underclass.>

A final broadening borrows the popularity of the economic or behav-
ioral term, and thus its attention-getting power, for other times, places, and
species. Historians have begun to write retroactively about underclasses in
earlier centuries, sometimes using the term as a label, sometimes as a neutral
or celebratory term, but in any case separating it from the late-twentieth-
century conditions that spawned it.*¢

Unusual forms of broadening may take place when an American term or
label is shifted to another country and altered to fit local conditions.’” The
term has even been broadened beyond the human species, in one specific
case to baby iguanas “placed in a competitive laboratory environment” as
turning either into “tyrants” or a “deprived underclass.”’® And sometimes
“underclass” appears in the title of a book or article without also appear-
ing in its text, supporting Mercer Sullivan’s claim, in a discussion with the
author, that “underclass” is often used as a marketing term.

THE JOURNALISTIC DISSEMINATORS
OF “UNDERCLASS”%®

Labels are communicated by many people in many ways, but until an
intensive interview study asks people whether and how they have talked
about the underclass, the analysis must be limited to data gathered from
data bases that track the journalistic communication of the term by major
print media.é® In what follows, the data base Nexis is employed to see how
many stories using the term have appeared in various major print media,
and to analyze some stories to determine when and where “underclass” is
used as an economic or political term or as a behavioral one.

A sampling of three major newspapers and newsmagazines indicates
that the use of “underclass” rose from less than 6 stories per year in the
middle 1970s to about 40 in the early 1980s, rising to over 100 (and in
some cases 130) for the first time between 1985 and 1990, and then declin-
ing to about 90 annual uses in the first three years of the current decade.®'
The year of highest use for “underclass” generally came in 1988 or 1989
(see table 2.1).

Even the peak-use numbers may not seem impressive considering that
newspapers are published 365 days a year, but stories about the poor have
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never been plentiful, especially in the newsmagazines, which serve a more
affluent and less urban readership.6? As table 2.1 indicates, “underclass” is
used in about half as many stories per year, on the average, as other labels
that also serve as descriptive terms, such as “welfare recipient” and “school
dropout,” at least in the sampled newspapers and newsmagazines.®
“Underclass” appeared more often, however, than “welfare dependent”
(and “welfare dependency”), which are more pejorative than “welfare
recipient” and are used almost entirely as labels. Judging by its years of
highest use, and the popular appeal of welfare “reform,” however, “welfare
dependent” could become more widely used in the middle 1990s. The
newsmagazines, which appeal to national audiences, did not use specific
terms as often as newspapers, but they did use “underclass” almost as
often, perhaps because the word fits the more opinionated newsmagazine
style. “Underclass™ also appeared more often than “lower class.”¢*

Table 2.1 also indicates the year of highest use for each term during the
period of the study, and suggests that specific terms, like “underclass,” gen-
erally peaked in the late 1980s. This reflects, perhaps, a wider public con-
cern about the poor as well as journalistic concern, and, as I suggest later,
the greater visibility of poverty-related crime and nonmainstream behavior
in the media and among the public.

Looking at how “underclass” has been used suggests that journalists
decided or assumed almost from the start that the underclass is black. This
has been true whether they wrote about an economically exploited popula-
tion or a morally undeserving one. Poor whites have almost never been
described as underclass in the national media, and when they are it is gen-
erally as an exception proving the rule of the blackness of the underclass.6’

The sampled newspapers and magazines provide no evidence that jour-
nalists have copied the definitions of the label-makers or any other defini-
tion, including academic ones. Ken Auletta’s The Underclass received
reviews in all the major print media, but his use of the term and his conclu-
sions about the underclass were cited only once or twice.®® Most likely,
Auletta, and Time’s cover story before him, exerted their influence on jour-
nalists indirectly, by creating interest in the new labels among such journal-
ists and among their readers. Journalists are not given to definitions
anyway, and the way they use terms or labels can be (or have to be) gleaned
from linguistic context.

Table 2.2 reports various types of uses in Newsweek and U.S. News &
World Report by five-year periods. From 1975 until the mid-1980s, “the
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underclass” appeared primarily as an economic term, mainly to refer to a
population being excluded from the labor market.®” During that period, as
the tables suggest, the term was also used politically, generally to describe
immigrants, especially illegal Latin American ones.®® At that time, then, the
underclass was viewed as a group of victims of political oppression or eco-
nomic exploitation. Broadening was also evident in that early period: in
1979, U.S. News ¢& World Report already worried about the possibility of
a permanent underclass.

A dramatic change in the usage of “underclass” occurred around 1985,
when it began to be used more and more often as a behavioral term, a
practice that had not yet ended by the close of 1993. As table 2.2 indicates
(as well as does table 2.3, which reports the distribution of uses in News-
day since 1988), the proportion of stories using a behavioral definition, or
mixed behavioral and economic definitions, increased regularly and
steadily over the years, outnumbering all others. By that time, immigrants
termed or labeled “underclass” were in the news for behavioral shortcom-
ings far more often than for their economic or other difficulties.

Content analysis cannot be used to determine the motives of the journal-
ists, or to determine whether they used behavioral terms for the underclass
in order to label it as undeserving. Some of the behavioral terminology was
ostensibly neutral, or at least intended to be so by journalists, insofar as it
simply observed that the underclass included single-parent families or
school dropouts, even though the writers had no data either on the number
of actual parents in the families or whether the school leavers had been
pushed out of school. Many more, however, did not use neutral language.
And some journalists made it obvious from the kinds of adjectives and
elaborating clauses or sentences they used that they were engaged in
explicit condemnation of a population they called “the underclass.”

Evidently, by the mid-1980s the rules of journalistic objectivity had been
relaxed with respect to the underclass, as they frequently have been for
other “public enemies” of mainstream America, so that the writers (or their
editors) did not have to think about being detached or fair, even in the
news columns. And by the late 1980s, both of the newsmagazines analyzed
here had writers and columnists who repeatedly attacked the underclass in
virtually the same way, focusing particularly on unmarried mothers. One
journalist called them the “hard-core no-father ghetto poor.”

Why the shift to a behavioral “underclass” after 1985? A reliable
answer is impossible without comprehensive interviewing of the journal-
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ists involved in the shift, especially since no dramatic changes took place
in the news stories being covered at the time. Most likely, the increasing
visibility of street crime, drug use, and single-parent families played a role
in the definitional shift, but this does not explain why these phenomena,
themselves hardly novel or suddenly rising numerically, were now becom-
ing more visible.

The journalists also used “underclass” in another way, which can only
be called undefined, since the journalists supplied neither definitions nor
elaborating words and phrases that would enable readers to figure out
what they meant. Indeed, they used “underclass” as if its meaning were
beyond question, or universally agreed on. Nonetheless, this undefined cat-
egory came with four different implied meanings. First, “underclass”
appeared to be a synonym for the poor, as when stories compared the mid-
dle class and the underclass. Second, “underclass” seemed to refer to the
nonworking poor. In the third usage, the underclass was compared with the
poor, but the stories did not offer any clues as to the basis of the compari-
son, for example whether the underclass had lower incomes or were less
deserving than the poor. Finally, some journalists hinted that the underclass
was a separate category from the poor, but how and why was not indi-
cated.®’ Perhaps news writers assumed that their readers knew what they
meant, or they chose to let their readers define the term for themselves.™

Different types of print-media journalists and nonjournalistic contribu-
tors used “underclass” in widely different ways.” Sometimes the numerical
differences between types were small, but reporters and other contributors
to the news pages were most likely to use the economic term, or if they
used two, the economic-behavioral combination. They used proportionally
more behavioral terminology at the newsmagazines, but then the news-
magazines maintain their economic niche in the news industry with “vivid”
writing.

Columnists, who are in the business of offering opinion but are usually
free to choose their own, wrote almost exclusively about a behavioral
underclass, and were given to pejorative terminology in the newsmagazines
and in Newsday. So were politicians, when stories quoted them directly, as
well as letter writers, who complained when stories were neutral about or
not condemning of the underclass.”? Experts were somewhat more likely to
use an economic definition, but perhaps the reporters who had a choice of
experts quoted those who saw the underclass as a poor or jobless popula-
tion rather than as a misbehaving one.
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These days, conservative columnists dominate many op ed pages, either
because the political climate is viewed as conservative, or because conserva-
tive readers are more vocal than liberal ones, and commercial news media
please them by gravitating to conservative columnists.”> Newsday’s colum-
nists and reviewers are especially interesting, for th=y were the dominant
users at that newspaper of “underclass” as well as of its behavioral defini-
tion. Since most of these are syndicated national figures, they may be bring-
ing a national term, and one more often associated with the elite media
than with the popular ones, to a local newspaper that caters primarily to
New York’s lower-middle- and working-class populations.

Political and Governmental Users of “Underclass”

Politicians and government officials have not been eager users of the word,
and those among them who used “underclass” as a behavioral term and as
a pejorative label have been mainly social and religious conservatives rather
than defenders of free enterprise.”* Most of the “underclass” users in the
political and governmental category who were quoted in, or otherwise
showed up in, the Newsday analysis were New York union officials and
liberal black politicians who treated “underclass” as a term relating to eco-
nomic and occasionally political domination.”

Members of Congress have not resorted to the term very often either,
but when they have done so they have clearly not followed media trends. A
Lexis analysis of the Congressional Record from 1985 to 1993 showed an
average annual use of 40.3, with only minor yearly fluctuations.”® Perhaps
more important, the lawmakers did not copy the media shift to the behav-
ioral underclass, for over the years the economic definition has been used
most often—40 percent of the time, exactly twice as much as the behav-
ioral one.”” Like journalists, the lawmakers began to eschew definitions
more often over time.”?

At times, it seemed as if the members of Congress were teachers rather
than politicians, because they spoke frequently about an educational under-
class, or about education as the solution to the difficulties of the economic
underclass.”” True, the speeches reported in the Congressional Record do
not constitute American policy or politics, but they are a rough indicator,
particularly since almost all the references to the underclass came from the
elected officials themselves, rather than from texts of others inserted in the
Record ®
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The government bureaucracy has been comparatively uninterested in the
term. Over the years, “underclass” surfaced, as title or text or both, in a
1980 Department of Commerce report, a 1982 Urban Policy Committee
study, a May 1989 hearing of the Joint Economic Committee, a 1990 Gen-
eral Accounting Office (GAO) report entitled “The Urban Underclass: Dis-
turbing Problems Demanding Attention,” as well as on one page of the
1991 federal budget.

The governmental body least likely to follow the crowd has been the
U.S. Supreme Court, which used “underclass” only once, in 1982, in a
path-breaking case in which it described illegal immigrants as a “perma-
nent caste . . . denied the benefits that our society makes available to citi-
zens and lawful residents.”8!

LEGITIMATING “THE UNDERCLASS”

Legitimators are the people and institutions cited by label-makers and com-
municators to justify their terms and ideas as credible, and to supply expert
evidence for the relevance of a new term. Before journalists took over the
communication role, it, as well as label-making and legitimation, were
often carried out by the same people. Frequently they had vested organiza-
tional interests in the labels as well as credentials that allowed them concur-
rently to publicize the labels and to endow them with credibility and
legitimacy. In the fifteenth century, for example, when responsibility for the
poor began to be transferred from the Church to public agencies, authori-
ties from Martin Luther to Emperor Charles V of Germany invoked the
labels of the time in identifying those who did not deserve help.®?

The best-known legitimators of the nineteenth century were the practi-
tioners and researchers of the so-called scientific charity movement. They
sought to put the poor under their control, in charities as well as in prisons
and mental hospitals, using and legitimating pejorative terms to help justify
punitive measures against the poor.?? Later on, legitimacy also was supplied
by famous WASP writers and civic leaders, as well as leaders of the newly
emerging academic social sciences, also WASP, who helped to legitimize the
attack on the poor immigrants whom they labeled as feebleminded.?*

The major legitimators for “the underclass” as a behavioral term have
been academics, researchers working for public or private agencies, and other
experts—at times even without their intending to do so, since journalists
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are free to quote whatever they write or say on the record.®s Legitimators
were used particularly during the label-making process. The analytic por-
tions of Time’s underclass cover story quoted fifteen people, ten of whom
were social scientists and other professionals and government, civil rights,
or other officials; almost half of Auletta’s fifty-five references in his chapter
about the underclass were social scientists or related researchers. Both
Time’s and Auletta’s experts were cited mainly for their analyses rather
than in defense of the magazine’s and the writer’s definitions of “the
underclass.”

When “the underclass” was a new label, the well-known magazines and
publishing houses that first published materials about it also functioned as
legitimators. Publishers may not normally be considered as legitimating
what they publish, but in the 1970s and early 1980s, the reputations of
Time, the New Yorker, and Random House supplied some early credibility
for the new underclass label.® Also, in the journalistic world if not in the
academic one, authors published by the major mainstream publishers are
sometimes treated as experts and legitimators.

The speakers appearing in the Congressional Record referred only rarely
to social scientists to justify their conception of the underclass, but William
Julius Wilson led the list of the social scientists who were so cited.®” Inside the
Beltway, Washington’s principal social scientist legitimators of the behavioral
underclass have been the sociologist Erol Ricketts and the well-known Wash-
ington economist Isabel Sawhill. Her definition of the underclass, which
invokes four norms whose violation marks “behavior . . . that often harms
the rest of society,” has been made known in her writings, interviews with
journalists, congressional committee testimony, and numerous appearances
in Washington and elsewhere.®

Journalists do not usually quote social scientists to legitimate their defin-
itions, but like elected officials they use similar or simplified definitions, fre-
quently without attribution. When they do cite social scientists’ definitions
and include attribution, they indicate, or perhaps believe, that scientists’
definitions are scientific.

Perhaps expert reference to the underclass that is cited or quoted by
journalists helps to legitimate the term or label further, but once a term is
widely used its legitimacy no longer needs support.®’ In fact, at that point,
newsworthiness can take a very different turn. When William Julius Wilson
announced, in his 1990 presidential address to the American Sociological
Association, that he was dropping the term “underclass” and replacing it
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with “ghetto poor,” the story appeared in all three newsweeklies and major
national newspapers, including the New York Times, the Washington Post,
and the Wall Street Journal. None of the journalists at these and other pub-
lications, however, followed Wilson’s lead.

In retrospect, the more important legitimation functions taken on by
academics and other researchers have been two of the traditional support-
ive ones: that of alarmists and counters. Americans have here followed the
English survey tradition of alarmist counting of the poor, especially those
they considered undeserving. Henry Goddard not only estimated the total
number of feebleminded people in America but also estimated what pro-
portions of all street criminals, prostitutes, and other lawbreakers and the
like were feebleminded. In the 1960s, Daniel P. Moynihan’s alarmed
reporting of the increase in female-headed black families in the “Moynihan
Report” undoubtedly contributed to the public concern that subsequently
led to the assigning of such families to the behavioral underclass.

The first counters of the underclass defined it as an economic term,
including Frank Levy, whose 1977 study measured persistent poverty even
though he referred to the people he measured as a behavioral underclass.”
Since then, many counting exercises have been conducted, with wildly dif-
fering results, depending on the underclass definition used and the way in
which that definition was operationalized so as to make use of already
available data.’’ A good deal of social scientific counting is alarmist in
nature, because social scientists are rarely asked to count anything unprob-
lematic. Moreover, even if counters do not necessarily report their findings
in alarmist tones, journalists and others using their numbers are free to add
their own spin, turning scientific counting into alarmist prose.

The Funders

Researchers, like other legitimators, have sometimes been individuals
working on their own, but since the underclass generated public interest,
they have usually been funded. Funders become especially important legiti-
mators if and when the researchers’ work cannot proceed without money,
for example in the case of counting. Thus, the funding the eugenicists
required for their counting and other work came from rich private philan-
thropists, the predecessors of today’s foundations.”

By the time the underclass terminology appeared, the private philan-
thropists had been largely replaced by conservative foundations (and
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associated conservative research institutes) that support labeling the unde-
serving poor and advance arguments for the reduction of antipoverty and
related welfare state programs. Among the better-known foundations, some
of which actually obtain most of their money from a few private philan-
thropists, are family foundations such as Bradley, Coors, Olin, Scaife, and
Smith Richardson. In addition, the Heritage Foundation, the American
Enterprise Institute, and the Manhattan Institute raise funds, frequently
from the above-named funders, that they use for preparing and disseminat-
ing research reports and ideological tracts.”?

While conservative foundations fund intellectuals and others who prop-
agate the idea that poverty is largely the fault of the poor, there are no
equivalently affluent liberal foundations devoted to propagating the idea
that poverty is mainly the fault of the economy. The so-called liberal foun-
dations such as Ford or Rockefeller are ideologically better described as
centrist, and are called liberal because they are viewed as overtly and offi-
cially nonideological

These foundations have not sought to participate directly in the political
debate over the underclass and the welfare state. Instead, they have mainly
funded research, conferences, and scholarly publications that add to the
knowledge about both the underclass and poverty. Sometimes, however,
the monies they have made available for counting, or for influential confer-
ences, and the prestige that attaches to their names, have played an indirect
role in the legitimation of “underclass” as a behavioral term, and thus also
in its persistence and its use as a label.

Of these foundations, the Rockefeller Foundation was central during the
years in which “underclass” emerged as a popular behavioral term. Indeed,
the foundation’s brief foray into “underclass research” illustrates that a
nonideological foundation can sometimes help to legitimate a label, and
not intentionally so, even as it works to advance antipoverty research and
policy.”

The Rockefeller Foundation’s major underclass-related activities, which
began about 1987, were centered in its Equal Opportunities Division,
which gave research money to social scientists via the Social Science
Research Council (SSRC) until 1993, and program money to private com-
munity action agencies in six communities, which have continued beyond
1993.% According to a senior foundation staff member who had contact
with the board of trustees, the Rockefeller Foundation’s interest in the
underclass, and its emphasis on the term, was initiated by the appointment
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to the board of civil rights leader Eleanor Holmes Norton and the election
of a new board chairman, Richard Lyman.”” The board’s interest in the
underclass was also said to have been influenced by the “powderkeg con-
cerns” of more conservative board members, who were worried about
increased social unrest in the black community and the mounting financial
problems of the cities.”®

Nevertheless, the specific focus on the term “underclass” was also indi-
rectly encouraged by the wide use of the term in the mass media. The previ-
ously mentioned senior staff member thought that “poverty didn’t sell,”
and that “underclass” had become an “energizing” term that restored the
foundation’s interest in poverty research and policy. The media’s influence
also made itself felt on the scholars at the Social Science Research Council.
Its staff initially favored research on “persistent poverty,” and the SSRC
Committee for Research on the Underclass, the group of academics that
supervised the research, had at first had mixed feelings about the word
“underclass.” But an SSRC staff memo explaining the council’s eventual
decision to use the term pointed out, “The urban underclass is a concept
that grabs people’s attention in ways that poverty no longer appears to
do,” adding that the term “underclass” had been “popularized by the
media.”? ‘

Media considerations did not, however, shape the activities of the two
organizations.!? Instead, some of the signals emanating from the Rocke-
feller Foundation’s board to the SSRC were interpreted by the latter as
expressing the foundation’s interest in looking at the underclass from a
behavioral perspective. For example, the foundation’s liaison with the
SSRC’s underclass research unit was Ercl Ricketts, who had worked with
Isabel Sawhill in developing the behavioral definition of the underclass
most widely accepted by scholars.!%!

The SSRC remained free, however, to develop its own research agenda
and terminology, even if many of its research committees included “under-
class” in their titles.!®> Their research interests were much like those of
social scientists doing poverty research elsewhere, and the resulting topics
were often about the poor rather than about the agencies, structures, and
processes that produce poverty.!% Researchers who were careless in their
language sometimes reported their findings about the poor as their faults,
or used language associated more often with labeling than with scientific
writing. Such a perspective was at least implied by a head of SSRC’s Com-
mittee for Research on the Underclass, who in his introduction to an SSRC-
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sponsored book on the underclass defended the term by arguing, among
other things, that “ ‘under’ suggests . . . the disreputable, dangerous, dark,
evil and even hellish.”104

Despite the SSRC researchers’ new contributions to knowledge about
poverty, the Rockefeller Foundation became impatient with the research pro-
gram, particularly its failure to produce innovations in antipoverty policy,
and the foundation’s financial support ended in 1993.1% The community
action programs continued, but their leaders, responding to community
opposition, took “underclass” out of their organizational names at the earli-
est opportunity.'%¢

Government as Legitimator

The administrations of presidents Reagan and Bush, which resorted to
energetic actions to punish the poor financially and otherwise, evidently did
not need words to back up their actions, and thus neither made any use of
the then new underclass label to justify its policies.'%”

Perhaps the Bush administration’s feeling about the term, if in fact it had
one, was best expressed after a meeting of the Domestic Policy Council in
July 1990 that seems to have referred, without attribution, to an “unoffi-
cial underclass.”1%® President Clinton, on the other hand, used “under-
class” occasionally, often with direct reference to the ideas of William
Julius Wilson, and his secretary of labor, Dr. Robert Reich, suggested in
1994 a tripartite American class hierarchy, the lowest portion of which
consisted of an “underclass quarantined in surroundings that are unspeak-
ably bleak, and often violent.”1%°

The Distinctive Roles of Black Officials and Researchers

Finally, the emergence and legitimation of “underclass” as term and label
were aided in a distinctive fashion by the black community, particularly the
Urban League, as well as by black professionals. Although it is not a foun-
dation but a “defense organization,” the league, which has traditionally
spoken for black business and other black elites as well as for the larger
black community, was a legitimator of “underclass” as a behavioral term.
This role of the Urban League was unintentional, but some other black
organizations and researchers later played a more willing role in legitimat-
ing “underclass.”
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The Urban League’s unintentional legitimating role derived directly from
two already noted phenomena: that as early as the mid-1960s, the under-
class was viewed as mainly black; and that in the 1970s, the Urban League
was the only national organization with a research department that kept
track of federal and other statistics about the black population. Conse-
quently, journalists and others generally turned first to the league for infor-
mation about the black community and thus quizzed it about the
underclass.

In addition, some league officers and staff were a source for legitimating
quotes. The second quote in the 1977 Time cover story came from the
director of the Chicago Urban League, who was reported as saying, “If the
cities erupt again, we will find no safe place on either side of the barri-
cades.” 110

In this quote as in most others, Urban League officials did not use the
term “underclass.” For example, the league director, Vernon Jordan, and
others such as the researcher Robert Hill, sought to persuade journalists
that the term was empirically invalid.!'! Some other black officials and
researchers have been quoted using the term, however, as have black news-
paper columnists—and not all of them have been political conservatives.
Black labeling of poor fellow blacks reflects an old class conflict in the
black community; in black social science research, this pattern can be
traced back at least to W. E. B. Du Bois, and later to E. Franklin Frazier,
among others, who looked askance at the lifestyles of poor blacks. The
same intragroup class conflict has taken place in white ethnic communities,
with middle- and upper-class members publicly expressing hostility toward
their poor co-ethnics, including recent immigrants, whom they consider
undeserving.

An internal ethnic class conflict has also been operating in the black com-
munity, with West Indian-born professionals criticizing the behavior of the
African-American poor. Indeed, some of the most prominent black writers
about the black underclass who are advocates of a behavioral definition are
of West Indian origin. Such class conflict also parallels a white pattern.
Among European immigrants it existed between affluent northern Iralians
and poor southerners, affluent German-born Jews and poor Eastern Euro-
pean ones, and many others; and it now exists among current immigrant
groups. Nonetheless, there is something particularly ironic and tragic
about black organizations and researchers supplying data and comments
to white America that can be used to label and stigmatize other blacks.
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WHY THE SUCCESS OF “UNDERCLASS”?
CONTEXTUAL CONDITIONS

Despite the participation of these diverse experts in the creation of “the
underclass,” their activities are ultimately a necessary but not sufficient
explanation of the existence of this label. Labels become influential not
only because they are available but also because they become meaningful to
enough people to encourage their further use by journalists, politicians,
researchers, funding agencies, and others. The result is a vicious circle that
may not be broken for a long time.

Obviously, gestation periods are required for this process, which may
help explain both why Myrdal’s 1963 conception was not transformed into
a behavioral term until 1973, and why it did not reach the mainstream
media until Time’s 1977 cover story. Another ten years intervened before
“underclass” became an everyday media term; presumably, the combina-
tion of several conditions in the country in the middle and late 1980s are
partly responsible.!!?

The 1960s gave rise to the renewed use of term and label “rioters,”
especially in cities that had ghetto disorders.!3 In the 1970s, when journal-
ists were first learning about the underclass, the black poor were not receiv-
ing much attention, however, in part because the increase in oil prices and
the subsequent general inflation dominated public attention. The beginning
of interest in the underclass at the beginning of the 1980s, after Auletta
published his work, coincided with the arrival of Ronald Reagan and the
replacement of high inflation with increased unemployment.

If the general public paid sufficient attention to the White House and its
ideological supporters, the hostile actions of the Reagan administration
against the poor, as well as those of the conservative intellectual and other
forces with which it was allied, should have made people aware of the
“underclass.” But what appears instead to have turned the term into a
widely used label, beginning in the mid-1980s, was the rising visibility, and
in some cases the rising numbers, of welfare recipients, unmarried mothers,
street criminals, crack users and sellers, homeless people, and panhandlers.

Perception is as important here as reality, since the increasing visibility of
these poor people and the problems ascribed to them probably reflected yet
other conditions. The most immediate of these were the entry of the chil-
dren of the postwar black migration and Latino immigration into a labor
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market that really could not use them; a political economy dominated by
interests who saw no reason to do anything about or for them; and an
increasing number of Americans who were beginning, as the 1990s would
reveal, to worry about their own economic future.

As a result, many of these Americans were ready to be alarmed. For
example, while researchers were reporting that actual rates of teenage
motherhood had been declining for years, most white journalists and their
audiences were just learning about “babies having babies.” Some of the
alarms were first sounded on television, with pictures to accompany them,
and often they were reported from the ghettoes of New York City and
other major northeast cities to a country in which most whites—except
poor ones—were now suburbanites.!#

Not only were the newly visible forms of ghetto behavior alarming in
themselves, but they may have indicated the inability of politicians, offi-
cials, experts, and others to control the threatening (read black) poor.
Indeed, the rise of a new label may itself be an indicator of this inability.!!*

Last but not least, “underclass” may have special qualities as a term that
meet the demands of today’s alarmed Americans. Unfortunately, nothing is
known about how they visualize the underclass, but the behavioral term
has three potentially powerful semantic qualities. First, “under” could sig-
nify to lay people what it did to the Harvard political scientist I quoted ear-
lier: “the disreputable, dangerous, dark, evil and even hellish.” Second, the
fact that the behavioral “underclass” was defined as applying to all of the
newly visible black and Hispanic poor made a diverse population of trou-
bled and troublemaking poor people into a single class, which only
increased its tendency to alarm. Third, the combination of “under” with
“class” may have expressed the feeling of the alarmed that any population
that displays the threatening qualities associated with “underness” should
be placed under, and if possible isolated from, the rest of society.

The Role of Social Scientists and Journalists

This analysis of “underclass” is a case study, and only a study of many
terms and labels would make it possible to determine the causal influence
of varying types of contextual conditions and the responsibility of various
types of label-makers in bringing about and legitimating behavioral labels
such as “underclass.”
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As the history of the past decades suggests, Myrdal’s original concept
could not have become a behavioral term and label without the participa-
tion of some social scientists and journalists.!'® Whether they could also
have prevented the rise of the underclass label and the stigmatization
accompanying it is more difficult to say; if they had tried, another behav-
ioral term and label might have sprung up instead.

Enough social scientists who favored, were not opposed to, or were
indifferent about stigmatizing terms, but who were professionally ready to
be helpful, were available to assist in the rise of “the underclass,” and so
were legitimators and funders to support them. Being members of their
own society, after all, they were influenced by the popularity of “under-
class” as a media term, sometimes without knowing it. Sometimes social
scientists also acted as label communicators themselves, as well as legitima-
tors.!V”

The participation of journalists in the spreading of the underclass label
could almost be guaranteed, since they are expected to help attract an audi-
ence and are thus virtually required to use labels that grab it. Even if they
were not impelled by commercial considerations, they would nonetheless
want as large an audience as possible for their work.

Journalists are supposed to avoid thinking about the effects of their
work; otherwise they could never report the news. They are also supposed
to be overtly nonideological, and are thus discouraged from thinking about
the ideologies buried in the terms they use. Lacking the protection of
tenure, journalists also have less freedom to object to labeling than social
scientists, and can thus do less to prevent it. Social scientists are freed from
these commercial obligations, but the ethic of value-free social science and
disinterested research also frees them from thinking about the effects of
both their research and their concepts.

Had social scientists thought about these effects, they might not have
suppressed their ideas about the underclass but they might have undertaken
research to look into the effects of the use of the term, once its popularity
as a stigmatizing label became apparent. Such a redirection of research
efforts, however, would probably have required an empathy toward the
poor that too few social scientists of any era have so far displayed.!!® The
rise of the underclass label was not inevitable, but looking back, it had few
hurdles to get over among either social scientists or journalists.
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THE FUTURE OF THE UNDERCLASS LABEL

Labels to stigmatize the poor have appeared and disappeared for a long
time. Presumably, “underclass” will eventually suffer the same fate, either
when poverty has been eliminated or is no longer on the public agenda, or
when new conditions create a demand for new labels. If a particular set of
behaviors, actual or imagined, on the part of the poor or officials dealing
with them becomes an urgent enough public issue in America, or if new
policies become popular (or unpopular), specific labels may once more
replace the umbrella term.

For example, the Clinton administration’s attempts to bring about a lib-
eral version of welfare reform, and before that the 1988 Family Security
Act, began to put the spotlight on welfare recipients and encouraged hostile
political forces, elite and popular, to help revive labels such as “welfare
dependent” and “illegitimacy.” Judging by the major speech-makers, these
forces included Catholic and other Christian defenders of traditional “fam-
ily values,” as well as secular conservatives who realized that welfare
reform and even “workfare” would mean an increase in welfare state activ-
ities to supply public jobs and public day care. These are expensive, and are
apt to increase the power of liberal professionals, whereas a moral cam-
paign against illegitimacy would be neither.1?®

David Matza’s hypothesis that labels are eventually killed off by being
stigmatized has not so far been supported by the case of “the underclass.”
Despite attacks on the behavioral term by black social scientists and others
since the 1970s, and by white ones since the early 1980s, the label has
flourished.!20 It is young, however, and it is too early to tell whether it will
have a long life.

Under normal circumstances, “underclass” should not be expected to
join the list of labels that have been romanticized. Of course the future
could always produce another Kurt Weill and Bertoldt Brecht, who, it may
be remembered, romanticized the urban murderers, thieves, and other
criminals of another century in the Dreigroschen Oper, albeit in protest
against poverty and the capitalism that brought it about. Leonard Bernstein
could romanticize the 1950s gangs of New York’s West Side, and turn his
nostalgia into a commercial success that has become a classic. Even the
“underclass,” then, could be romanticized someday.



Cyll_ AR EERRESE

The Dangers of “Underclass™
and Other Labels'

One of America’s popular pejorative labels is “slum,” which character-
izes low-income dwellings and neighborhoods as harmful to their poor
occupants and the rest of the community. In the nineteenth century, slums
were often faulted for turning the deserving poor into the undeserving
poor, but in the twentieth century the causality was sometimes reversed, so
that poor people with “slum-dweller hearts” were accused of destroying
viable buildings and neighborhoods.

After World War II, “slum” and “slum dweller” as well as “blight” all
became more or less official labels when the federal government, egged on
by a variety of builder and realty pressure groups, started handing out size-
able sums for the “clearance” of low-income neighborhoods unfortunate
enough to fit these terms as they were defined in the 1949 U.S. Housing
Act.? Although by and large only slums located in areas where private
enterprise could build luxury and other profitable housing were torn down,
more than a million poor households lost their homes in the next twenty
years, with almost nothing done for the people displaced from them.

This chapter is written with that much-told history in mind, in order to
suggest that the underclass label—as well as all but the most neutrally for-
mulated behavioral term—can have dangerous effects for the poor and for
antipoverty policy. While the emphasis will be on “underclass,” the dangers
of related labels will be discussed as well.
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Labels may be only words, but they are judgmental or normative words,
which can stir institutions and individuals to punitive actions. The dangers
from such labels are many, but the danger common to all behavioral labels
and terms is that they focus on behavior that hides the poverty causing it,
and substitutes as its cause moral or cultural or genetic failures.>

“THE UNDERCLASS” AS CODE WORD

The term “underclass” has developed an attention-getting power that con-
stitutes its first danger. The word has a technical aura that enables it to
serve as a euphemism or code word to be used for labeling.* Users of the
label can thus hide their disapproval of the poor behind an impressively
academic term. “Underclass” has also become morally ambiguous, and as
it is often left undefined, people can understand it in any way they choose,
including as a label.

Because “underclass” is a code word that places some of the poor under
society and implies that they are not or should not be in society, users of the
term can therefore favor excluding them from the rest of society without
saying so.5 Once whites thought of slaves, “primitives,” and wartime ene-
mies as the inhuman “other,” but placing some people under society may
not be altogether different.®

A subtler yet in some ways more insidious version of the exclusionary
mechanism is the use of “underclass” as a synonym for the poor, deserving
and undeserving. While not excluding anyone from society, it increases the
social distance of the poor from everyone else. This distance is increased
further by the contemporary tendency of elected officials and journalists to
rename and upgrade the working class as the lower middle class—or even
the middle class.

Because “underclass” is also used as a racial and even ethnic code word,
it is a convenient device for hiding antiblack or anti-Latino feelings. As
such a code word, “underclass” accommodates contemporary taboos
against overt prejudice, not to mention hate speech. Such taboos sometimes
paper over—and even repress—racial antagonisms that people do not want
to express openly.

Ironically, the racial code word also hides the existence of very poor
whites who suffer from many of the same problems as poor blacks. When
used as a racial term, “underclass” blurs the extent to which the troubles of
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whites and blacks alike are generated by the economy and by classism or
class discrimination and require class-based as well as race-based solutions.

Like other code words, “underclass” may interfere with public discus-
sion. Disapproval of the actions of others is part of democracy, but code
words make covert what needs to be overt in order for the disapproval to
be questioned and debated. If openly critical terms such as “bums” and
“pauper” were still in use, and if umbrella terms such as “underclass” were
replaced with specific ones such as “beggars” or “welfare dependents,”
upset citizens could indicate clearly the faults of which they want to accuse
poor people. In that case, public discussion might be able to deal more
openly with the feelings the more fortunate classes hold about the poor, the
actual facts about the poor, and the policy issues having to do with poverty
and poverty-related behavior.

THE FLEXIBILITY OF THE LABEL

Terms and labels undergo broadening in order to adapt them for use in
varying conditions. Broadening also makes labels flexible so that they can
be used to stigmatize new populations, or accuse already targeted ones of
new failures.

One source of harm to such populations is flexible meaning, which
stems from the vagueness of a new word, the lack of an agreed-upon defin-
ition for it. Since Oscar Lewis once identified nearly sixty-five “traits” for
his culture of poverty, there is apt precedent for the flexibility of the under-
class label that replaced Lewis’s term. Flexibility becomes more harmful
when pejorative prefixes can be added to otherwise descriptively used
terms; for example, a female welfare recipient can also be described as a
member of a permanent underclass, which suggests that she is incapable of
ever escaping welfare. An underclass of young people becomes consider-
ably more threatening when it is called “feral,” and even worse is the idea
of a biological underclass, which implies a genetic and thus permanent infe-
riority of a group of people whom public policy can render harmless only
by sterilizing, imprisoning, or killing them.

Another serious danger follows from the flexibility of subjects: the free-
dom of anyone with labeling power to add further populations to the
underclass, and to do so without being accountable to anyone. The poor
cannot, after all, afford to bring libel and slander suits. If tenants of public
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housing are also assigned to the underclass, they are even more stigmatized
than when they are coming from “the projects.” Illegal immigrants who are
refugees from a country not favored by the State Department or the Immi-
gration and Naturalization Service are more likely candidates for public
harassment or deportation if their native-born neighbors decide that their
behavior marks them as members of the underclass. That they may be
doing work that no one else will do or collecting entitlements for which
they have paid their share of taxes becomes irrelevant once they have been
assigned the label.

THE REIFICATION OF THE LABEL

A further source of danger is the reification of the label, which takes place
when a definition is awarded the gift of life and label users believe there to
be an actually existing and homogeneous underclass that is composed of
whatever poor people are currently defined as underclass. Reification,
which turns a definition into an actual set of people, hides the reality that
the underclass is an imagined group that has been constructed in the minds
of its definers. Once a stigmatized label is reified, however, visible signs to
identify it are sure to be demanded sooner or later, and then invented, so
that people bearing the signs can be harassed more easily.

Furthermore, once the signs are in place so that imagined groups can be
made actual, the labels run the danger of being treated as causal mechanisms.
As a result, the better-off classes may decide that being in the underclass is
a cause of becoming homeless or turning to street crime. Homelessness
then becomes a symptom of underclass membership, with the additional
danger of the hidden policy implication: that the elimination of the under-
class would end homelessness, thereby avoiding the need for affordable
housing or for jobs and income grants for the homeless.

Even purely descriptive terms referring to actual people, such as “wel-
fare recipients,” can be reified and turned into causal labels. People may
thus persuade themselves to believe that being on welfare is a cause of
poverty, or of single-parent families. Once so persuaded, they can propose
to eliminate both effects by ending welfare, and without appearing to be
inhumane—which is what conservative politicians running for office, and
the intellectuals supporting them, have been doing since the early 1990s.
They ignore the fact that in the real world the causal arrow goes in the
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other direction, but they achieve their political aim, even if they also harm
poor mothers and their children.

Since popular causal thinking is almost always moral as well as empiri-
cal, the reification of a label like “the underclass” usually leads to the
assignment of moral causality. If the underclass is the cause of behavior
that deviates from mainstream norms, the solution is moral condemnation,
behavioral modification, or punishment by the elimination of financial aid.
Thus people are blamed who are more often than not victims instead of
perpetrators, which ignores the empirical causes, say, of street crime, and
interferes with the development of effective anticrime policy. Blaming peo-
ple may allow blamers to feel better by blowing off the steam of righteous
(and in the case of crime, perfectly justified) indignation, but even justified
blaming does not constitute or lead to policy for ending street crime.”

A scholarly form of reification can be carried out with labels that are also
scientific terms, so that the former are confused with the latter and thus obtain
the legitimacy that accompanies scientific concepts. Conversely, the moral
opprobrium placed on the labeled allows social scientists either to incorporate
overt biases in their concepts or to relax their detachment and in the process
turn scientific concepts into little more than operationalized labels.

A case in point is the operational definition of “the underclass” by Erol
Ricketts and Isabel Sawhill, which has been widely used by government,
scholars, and in simplified form even by popular writers.® The two social
scientists argue that the underclass consists of four populations: “high
school dropouts,” “prime-age males not regularly attached to the labor
force,” welfare recipients, and “female heads.”? Ricketts and Sawhill iden-
tify these populations as manifesting “underclass behaviors,” or “dysfunc-
tional behaviors,” which they believe to be “at variance with those of
mainstream populations.” !

The two authors indicate that they can “remain agnostic about the fun-
damental causes of these behaviors.”!! Nonetheless, they actually adopt an
implicit moral causality, because in defining the underclass as “people
whose behavior departs from (mainstream) norms” and remaining silent
about causality, they imply that the behaviors result from the violations of
these values.!?

Ricketts and Sawhill provide no evidence, however, that the four behav-
iors in question are actually the result of norm violation. More important,
their operational definition does not consider other causal explanations of
the same behavior. No doubt some poor young people drop out of school
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because they reject mainstream norms for education, but Ricketts and
Sawhill omit those who drop out because they have to go to work to sup-
port their families, or because they feel that their future in the job market is
nil, as well as the youngsters who are forced out by school administrators
and who should be called “pushouts.”*3

Likewise, in addition to the “prime-age males” Ricketts and Sawhill
believe to be jobless because they do not want to work, some of these men
reject being targeted for a career of dead-end jobs, and others, most in fact,
are jobless because there are no jobs for them. Indeed, the irony of the
Ricketts-Sawhill definition is that when an employer goes out of business,
workers who may previously have been praised as working poor but now
cannot find other jobs are then banished to the underclass.

Poor mothers go on welfare for a variety of reasons. Some are working
mothers who need Medicaid for their children and cannot get health bene-
fits from their employers. Female family heads are often single because job-
less men make poor breadwinners, not because they question the desirability
of mainstream marriage norms.!*

If I read the two authors correctly, they are conducting essentially nor-
mative analyses of the four types of underclass people they have defined,
even if they may not have intended to be normative. Thus, the measures
they have chosen to operationalize their definitions bear some resemblance
to popular pejorative labels that condemn rather than understand behav-
ior.' Conversely, Ricketts and Sawhill do not appear to consider the possi-
bility that the failure of the mainstream economy is what prevents people
from achieving the norms they are setting for the poor.

As a result, the two authors make no provision for data that measure
the failures of the mainstream economy, and they do not include—or oper-
ationalize—a good deal of other information. For example, they could
count home, school, and neighborhood conditions that interfere with or
discourage learning, and the economic conditions that cause the disappear-
ance of jobs and frustrate the desire for work. In addition, they might
obtain information on job availability for jobless prime-age males, as well
as for women on welfare—just to mention some of the relevant data that
are publicly available. Until they include such data, their definition and
operationalization of “underclass” are scientific only because and to the
extent that their counting procedures observe the rules of science.’®

A different approach to the indiscriminate mixing of science and label-
ing, and to the reification of stereotypes, emerged in some proposals in the
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late 1980s to measure underclass status by poor people’s answers to atti-
tude questions: on their willingness to plan ahead, for example. Such atti-
tude data could be found in the widely used Panel Survey of Income
Dynamics. This type of question assumes not only that people should plan
ahead, but that their failure to do so reflects their unwillingness, rather than
their inability, to plan ahead, which has been documented in many empiri-
cal studies. Nonetheless, people whose poverty prevented them from plan-
ning ahead and who answered honestly that they did not so plan, would
have been assigned a stigmatizing label—merely on the basis of their
response to superficial and general questions.!” Fortunately, this approach
to “measuring” the underclass appears not to have been used so far by any-
one in an influential position.

A final reification is spatial, an approach in which behavioral labels are
applied to census tracts to produce “underclass areas.” Such areas derive
from statistical artifacts invented by the U.S. Bureau of the Census. The
bureau developed the concept of “extreme poverty areas” for those places
in which at least 40 percent of the people were poor.'® While this is inaccu-
rate enough—especially for the 60 percent not poor—Ricketts and Sawhill
subsequently identified “underclass areas,” in which the proportion of peo-
ple exhibiting all four of their behavioral indicators for being in the under-
class was “one standard deviation above the mean for the country as a
whole.”'® The two authors did not explain why they chose this measure,
even though poverty is not dispersed through the country as a whole but is
concentrated in the cities of the northeast, midwest, and south, the latter
being also the location of the most severe rural poverty.

Most people lack the methodological skills of social scientists, and do
not see the assumptions that underlie the approaches to underclass count-
ing. Once word gets out that social scientists have identified some areas as
underclass areas, however, these neighborhoods can easily be stigmatized,
the population labeled accordingly and accused of whatever local meanings
the term “underclass” may have acquired.?

When areas become known as underclass areas, local governments and
commercial enterprises obtain legitimation to withdraw or not provide
facilities and services that could ameliorate the poverty of the area’s inhabi-
tants. Labeling areas as underclass can also encourage governments to
choose them as locations for excess numbers of homeless shelters, drug
treatment centers, and other facilities that serve the very poor and that are
therefore rejected by other neighborhoods.?!
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In fact, “underclass area” is basically a current version of the old label
“slum,” which also treated indicators of poverty as behavioral failures. In
the affluent economy of the post-World War II era, similar defining and
subsequent counting activities were used to justify “slum clearance,” and
the displacement of poor people for subsidized housing for the affluent.
And as in all labeling, the poor people who are labeled are left to fend for
themselves.

THE DANGERS OF THE UMBRELLA EFFECT

Since “underclass” is an umbrella label that can include in its definition all
the various behavioral and moral faults that label-makers and users choose
to associate with it, two further dangers accrue to those it labels.

The sheer breadth of the umbrella label seems to attract alarmist writers
who magnify the many kinds of moral and behavioral harmfulness attrib-
uted to people it names. A correlate of the umbrella effect is amnesia on the
part of writers about the extreme and usually persistent poverty of the
labeled. Thus, the more widely people believe in the validity of the under-
class label, and the broader its umbrella becomes, the more likely it is that
political conditions will not allow for reinstituting effective antipoverty pol-
icy. If the underclass is dangerous, and dangerous in so many different
ways, it follows that the government’s responsibility is to beef up the police,
increase the punishments courts can demand, and create other punitive
agencies that try to protect the rest of society from this dangerous class.

Umbrella labels also do harm when they lump into a single term a variety
of diverse people with different problems.?? This ignores the reality that the
people who are assigned the underclass label have in common only that their
actual or imagined behaviors upset the mainstream population, or the politi-
cians who claim to speak in its name. Using this single characteristic to clas-
sify people under one label can be disastrous, especially if politicians and
voters should ever start talking about comprehensive “underclass policies,”
or what Christopher Jencks has called “meta solutions.”?? For one thing,
many of the people who are tagged with the label have not even deviated
from mainstream norms, and yet others have done nothing illegal. An under-
class policy would thus be a drastic violation of civil rights and civil liberties.

At this writing, electioneering politicians as well as angry voters still
remain content with policies that harm the people who bear specific labels,
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such as welfare recipients, illegal immigrants, and the homeless. In the past,
however, the makers of earlier umbrella labels have proposed extremely
drastic policies. In 1912, Henry Goddard suggested dealing with the feeble-
minded by “unsexing . ..removing, from the male and female, the neces-
sary organs for procreation.” Realizing that there would be strong popular
opposition both to castration and ovariectomies, he proposed instead that
the next best solution was “segregation and colonization” of the feeble-
minded.?* A few decades earlier, Charles Booth had offered the same solu-
tion for an equivalent category of poor people, and not long before he was
forced to resign as vice president of the United States in 1974, Spiro Agnew
suggested that poor people accused of behavioral shortcomings should be
rehoused in rural new towns built far away from existing cities and sub-
urbs.

Even a thoughtful underclass policy would be dangerous, because the
people forced under the underclass umbrella suffer from different kinds of
poverty and, in some cases, poverty-related problems, which may require
different solutions. Reducing poverty for able-bodied workers requires
labor market policy change; reducing it for people who cannot work calls
for a humane income grant program. Enabling and encouraging young
people to stay in school requires different policies than the elimination of
homelessness, and ending substance abuse or street crime demand yet oth-
ers. Labelers or experts who claim one policy can do it all are simply
wrong.

THE HUMAN DANGERS OF LABELING

Most immediately, the underclass label poses a danger for poor people in
that the agencies with which they must deal can hurt clients who are so
labeled.?’ For one thing, agencies for the poor sometimes build labels into
their operating procedures and apply them to all of their clients. As a result,
either evidence about actual clients is not collected, or the label is assumed
to fit regardless of evidence to the contrary. Agencies responsible for public
safety typically resort to this procedure as a crime prevention or deterrence
measure, especially when those labeled have little legal or political power.
For example, in 1993, the Denver police department compiled a roster of
suspected gang members based on “clothing choices,” “flashing of gang
signals,” or associating with known gang members. The list included two-




The Dangers of “Underclass” and Other Labels 67

thirds of the city’s young black men, of whom only a small percentage were
actual gang members.%¢

Labeling also creates direct punitive effects of several kinds. Bruce Link’s
studies of people labeled as mentally ill have found that the labeling act
itself can lead to depression and demoralization, which prevent those
labeled from being at their best in job interviews and other competitive sit-
uations.?” Likewise, when poor youngsters who hang out on street corners
are treated as “loiterers,” they may end up with an arrest record that hurts
them in later life—which is probably why middle-class teenagers who also
hang out are rarely accused of loitering.

Some effects of labels are felt even earlier in children’s lives. Teachers
treat students differently if they think they come from broken homes.?® A
long-term study of working-class London has found that labeling effects
may even be intergenerational. Labeling of parents as delinquent makes it
more likely that their children will also be labeled, adding to the numbers
in both generations who are accused of delinquent or criminal behavior.?’

Sometimes the effect of labeling is more indirect: agencies cut off oppor-
tunities and the label turns into a self-fulfilling prophecy. When teachers
label low-income or very dark-skinned students as unable to learn, they
may reduce their efforts to teach them—often unintentionally, but even so
students then become less able to learn. If poor youngsters accused of loi-
tering are assumed to have grown up without the self-control thought to be
supplied by male supervision, they may be harassed—sometimes to tease
and entrap them into an angry response. The arrests and arrest records that
inevitably follow may deprive youngsters from fatherless families of legal
job opportunities, and help force them into delinquent ones. In all these
cases, the self-fulfilling prophecy is used to declare the labeled guilty with-
out evidence of misconduct.

Another variation of the entrapment process takes place in jails. John
Irwin’s study of San Francisco courts and jails reports that these sometimes
punished defendants whether they were guilty or not, and adds that “the
experience of harsh and unfairly delivered punishment frequently enrages
or embitters defendants and makes it easier for them to reject the values of
those who have dealt with them in this way.”3 In this instance, as in many
of the other instances when the labels are applied by penal institutions, the
labeled are not necessarily “passive innocents,” as Hagan and Palloni put
it.3! Instead, labeling sometimes generates reactions, both on the part of the
police and of those they arrest, that push both sides over the edge.



68 THE WAR AGAINST THE POOR

The direct and indirect effects of labeling even hurt the poor in seeking
help, because when they evoke labels in the minds of service suppliers they
may be given inferior service, the wrong service, or none at all. Services for
the labeled are normally underfunded to begin with and service suppliers
are frequently overworked, so that the agencies from which the poor seek
help must operate under more or less permanent triage conditions. One
way of deciding who will be sacrificed in triage decisions is to assume that
most clients cheat, use every contact with them to determine whether they
are cheating, and exclude those who can be suspected of cheating. Since
clients are of lower status than service suppliers and lack any power or
influence over them, the suppliers can also vent their own status frustra-
tions on clients. An arbitrary denial of services to clients not only relieves
such frustrations but also enables suppliers to make the needed triage
choices. For that reason alone, poor clients who object to being mistreated
are usually the first to be declared ineligible for help.

Labeling clients as cheaters encourages service suppliers to distrust them,
and that distrust is increased if the suppliers fear revenge, particularly vio-
lent revenge, from these clients. Consequently, suppliers hug the rules more
tightly, making no leeway in individual cases, and even punishing col-
leagues who bend the rules in trying to help clients. When clients, who pre-
sumably come with prejudices of their own about agency staffs, develop
distrust of the staff, a spiraling effect of mutual distrust and fear is set up.
This creates data to justify labeling on both sides. The mutual distrust also
encourages the exchange of violence, or the preemptive strikes of staff
members who fear violence from angry clients.??

Admittedly, labeling of clients is only a small part of staff-client misun-
derstandings and client mistreatment. The previously noted lack of funds
and staff, the stresses of operating in stigmatized agencies and with stigma-
tized clients, normal bureaucratic rules that always put the demands of the
agency and its staff ahead of the needs of clients, as well as differences of
class and race between staff and clients, wreak their own cumulative havoc.

The added role of labeling in reducing services is particularly serious for
poor people who live at the edge of homelessness or starvation or ill health.
Yer another cause for the reduction or ending of already minimal services
may push them over the edge, into the streets or an emergency clinic, into
chronic illness or permanent disability, or into street crime.

Nevertheless, agencies sometimes actively discourage labeled people
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from escaping their stigmatized status. Liebow reports a dramatic but typi-
cal incident from a women’s shelter: two women were trying to escape
homelessness by taking second jobs, which they were forced to give up in
order to attend obligatory but aimless night meetings so as to retain their
beds in the shelter.33 In unlabeled populations, taking second jobs would
have been rewarded as upward mobility; among labeled ones it is identified
as evasion of agency rules or flouting of service supplier authority, as well
as evidence of the client troublemaking that is often associated with the
label.

Consequently, one major ingredient in successful efforts to help the
labeled poor is to remove the label. For example, scattered site housing
studies suggest that such housing is successful in changing the lives of the
rehoused when their origins and backgrounds are kept from their new
neighbors, so that these cannot react to pejorative labels about slum
dwellers.3*

The labels that have produced these effects are not created solely from
overheated mainstream fears or imaginations. Like all stereotypes, such
labels are built around a small core of truth, or apply “to a few bad
apples,” as lay psychology puts it. Labeling, however, punishes not only the
bad apples but everybody in the population to whom the label is applied.
By labeling poor young black males as potential street criminals, for exam-
ple, the white and black populations fearful of being attacked may feel that
they protect themselves, but at the cost of hurting and antagonizing the
large majority of poor young black males who are innocent. Inevitably,
however, a proportion of the innocent will react angrily to the label, and
find ways of getting even with those who have labeled them. In the end,
then, everyone loses, the label users as well as the labeled.

Nonetheless, labeling is only a by-product of a larger structural process
that cannot be ignored. In any population that lacks enough legitimate
opportunities, illegitimate ones will be created and someone will take them.
When the jobs for which the poor are eligible pay such a low wage that
even some of the employed will turn to drug selling or other crime to
increase their incomes, the labeling process is set in motion that finally
hurts many more people, poor and nonpoor, whether or not they are guilty
or innocent. Still, the real guilt has to be laid at the door of the employers
that pay insufficient wages and the market conditions that may give some
of them little other choice.
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THE INACCURACIES OF LABELS

Last but not least, labels are dangerous simply because they are inaccurate.
“Underclass” is inaccurate if interpreted literally, because there can be no
class that exists under society, as the class hierarchy extends from the top of
society to its very bottom. Indeed, “underclass” is like “underworld,”
which is also part of society, and in fact could not long exist if it were not
supplying demanded goods or services to an “overworld.”3*

“Underclass” is also an inaccurate label because it so vague that there is
no agreement on a single or simple definition. Several other labels, how-
ever, which have evolved from descriptive terms about which there is wide-
spread consensus, offer good illustrations of how much the portraits of the
labeled vary from data on actual people.

“Welfare dependent,” “single-parent family,” “teenage mother,” and “the
homeless” are relevant examples. “Welfare dependent” is a corruption of
“welfare recipient,” which assumes that recipients become dependent on the
government by virtue of obtaining welfare. In fact, however, only 30 percent
of all recipients who begin a period on welfare will stay on for more than
two years, and only 7 percent will be on more than eight years, although
some of those who leave it also return to it later.3¢ Further, about 20 percent
of all welfare recipients report non-AFDC income, although if off-the-books
employment is counted, nearly half of all recipients are working.3”

Some recipients would leave welfare and take their chances in the labor
market if they could obtain medical insurance for their children. Still, many
poor women clearly rely on AFDC and are thus dependent on the govern-
ment program; what is noted less often is that often they are even more
dependent on staying in the good graces of their welfare agency, which can
decide to cut them off arbitrarily without a great deal of accountability.

Ironically enough, only welfare recipients are accused of being depen-
dents; others who are subsidized by government without adding something
to the economy in exchange for their subsidy are not so labeled. Students
with government fellowships, home owners who receive federal tax and
mortgage interest deductions, corporations that receive subsidies to stay in
existence, as well as unproductive civil servants and the workers on super-
fluous military bases kept open to prevent the elimination of jobs, are not
thought of as being dependent. Thus the economic dependency of welfare
recipients is not the real issue, and the label is misnamed as well as partly
inaccurate.

» <«
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“Single-parent family,” or at least the label, is also partly or wholly
incorrect. For one thing, some families have a man in or near the household
de facto if not de jure; more are embedded in an extended family in which
mothers, grandmothers, and others share the parenting.38

The notion that the children of such families are subject to undue school
leaving, joblessness, and poverty, as well as crime and various pathologies,
because they did not grow up in two-parent households is similarly incor-
rect. Since the modern family is not an economically productive institution,
single-parenthood per se cannot logically cause poverty in the next genera-
tion, any more than growing up in a two-parent family can cause affluence.
This helps to explain why well-off single parents are rarely accused of rais-
ing children who will grow up with economic or other problems. And since
single-parent households are almost always poorer than other poor house-
holds, at least when their economic condition is measured properly, what-
ever economic effects children from such households suffer can be traced to
their more extreme poverty or greater economic insecurity.

In addition, while the children of happy two-parent families are best off,
all other things being equal, the children of single parents are sometimes
emotionally and otherwise better off than the children of two parents who
are in constant conflict.® If parental conflict is more detrimental to chil-
dren’s well-being and performance than is single parenthood, it would
explain the results of studies concluding that children of divorced parents
are not uniformly worse off than those from intact families.*® Since the
scarcity of money is a major cause of conflict—and spouse battering—
among poor parents, this also helps to explain further the unwillingness of
pregnant young women to marry their partners if they are jobless. None of
this argues that poor single-parent families are desirable and should be
encouraged, because if there is only one parent, the economic and other
burdens on her and the children are often too great, and all may suffer. But
the single-parent family structure and the burdens that come with it are
usually the result of poverty.

The same conclusions apply to teenage pregnancy. Unmarried adoles-
cents who bear children constitute about half of all adolescent mothers and
8 percent of all welfare recipients, although some adult welfare recipients
also became mothers in adolescence.*! The younger among them may be
reacting to school failures as well as family conflict, which can increase the
urgency of the normal desire to feel useful to and loved by someone. More
to the economic point, many scholars, beginning with Frank Furstenberg,



72 THE WAR AGAINST THE POOR

Jr., have pointed out that the babies of such mothers will be in school when
their occupational chances are better.

These observations are no argument for adolescent motherhood, espe-
cially since many of the babies are actually unwanted at time of conception,
and may even be the product of a young woman’s defeat by her sexual
partner in a power struggle over wearing a condom, or over having sex at
all. Unwanted fetuses, however, seem to turn into wanted babies, partly
because of lack of access to abortion facilities but perhaps also because
low-income families have traditionally welcomed new arrivals. Given the
limited chances for upward mobility among the poor, additional babies do
not represent the same obstacle to higher status that they sometimes do
among the more affluent classes.

There is not even reliable evidence that poor women in their twenties are
automatically better mothers than poor girls in their teens, especially if the
teenagers have already been responsible for taking care of their younger
siblings. Older mothers are probably more mature, but if adolescent moth-
ers receive more help from their mothers and grandmothers than they
would if they were older, then adolescence may sometimes be an advan-
tage.*? It could also be an advantage on health grounds, if the hypothesis
that poor mothers are healthier as teenagers than as adults turns out to be
supported by sufficient evidence.*® Conversely, today’s poor teenagers are
in the unfortunate position of becoming mothers when America’s culturally
dominant female role models—upper-middle-class professional women—
postpone motherhood as long as possible in order to put their careers on a
secure footing. Thus what may be rational behavior for poor young
women is decidedly irrational according to cultural norms these days.
Teenage motherhood does not thereby become desirable, but once more,
the fundamental problem is the poverty that helps to make it happen.

Finally, even the homeless label can be incorrect. For one thing, label
users tend to combine panhandlers with the homeless, even though the for-
mer are frequently housed. Furthermore, homeless populations differ from
community to community depending on the nature of the low-income
labor and housing markets, and particularly of housing vacancy rates for
poor nonwhites in these communities. Even the rates of mental illness and
substance abuse vary.

More important, since the mentally ill and addicted homeless were poor
to begin with, curing them would not by itself significantly increase their
ability to find affordable housing, or jobs that would enable them to afford
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such housing. Most lack occupational skills and skin colors that are needed
on the job market these days, the obvious virtues of mental health and free-
dom from addiction notwithstanding. Jencks argues that money spent on
substance abuse could be used instead for shelter, but in most communities,
it is both easier and cheaper to get hard drugs and alcohol than low-income
housing.* It is not yet even known how many homeless people turned to
alcohol or drugs because of economic problems or familial ones—or just
lack of family—and then became homeless, and how many became home-
less first and addicts subsequently.

While dealing with mental illness and addiction are vital, homelessness
is a disease of the housing market, just as being on welfare is a disease of
the job market. The mentally ill and the addicted are the most vulnerable to
both of these economic diseases, but as long as there are not enough
dwelling units and jobs for the poor, someone will have to be homeless and
on welfare. Whether intentionally or not, the most vulnerable are almost
always “selected” for most deprivations, among other reasons because they
are the least able to protest or to defend themselves.

Labels, whether applied to welfare recipients, the homeless, and other
poor people, cannot ever describe the labeled, because labels mainly
describe their imagined behavioral and moral deviations from an assumed
mainstream. Justified or not, labels express the discontents of the main-
stream and those speaking for it, not the characteristics and conditions of
the labeled themselves. When label users are discontented and seek people
on whom they can project their frustrations, the accuracy of the resultant
labels is not a major consideration. In fact, accuracy may get in the way if
frustrated people want to be enraged by poor people and thus able to
blame them.

Ultimately, however, even accurate labels for the poor are dangerous
because the labels cannot end poverty or the criminal and offending
poverty-related behavior of some of the poor, or the fear, anger, and unhap-
piness of the labelers. In the long run, these latter may be the most danger-
ous effects of labels.



CHAPTER 4

The Undeservingness of the Poor

Eliminating “underclass” as a label will not eliminate its dangers, history
having shown that if one label loses its appeal, another is likely to emerge
sooner or later, new and old labels being merely new words for the unde-
serving poor. The more basic problem lies elsewhere: in the underlying idea
of the undeserving poor. Behind that idea is the power of the stereotypes
expressed in it, and even more important, the structural sources and rea-
sons for that power, which are located in the larger society. The hatred
aroused by the poor accused of being undeserving really has to do with
more basic faults and social fault lines in America.

Why, for example, are politicians able to score symbolic triumphs by
inveighing against alleged dangers from the imagined undeservingness of
welfare recipients? What economic and moral problems in the country lead
them to fall all over themselves to propose ending welfare, or to invent new
ways of making it ever more punitive? Why do some intellectuals feel that
illegitimacy is a more serious American problem than violent crime, the
failure of the economy to generate enough jobs, or the country’s need to
come to terms with worldwide wars and civil wars? Why does the country
even need such scapegoats as the undeserving poor?

UNDESERVINGNESS

Perhaps because it is such a powerful label, undeservingness is not assigned
only to the poor. During or just before a war, inhabitants of the prospective
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combatant country have to become undeserving in order to become enemies,
in order to persuade every citizen of the need for their defeat and destruc-
tion.! Enemies are just one category of the threatening outgroup of strangers,
however, and it is the threatening outgroup that is always, or almost always,
thought undeserving, whether its threats are actual or imagined.

Such outgroups are created everywhere in American society. Parts of the
political and economic elite are perceived to be corrupt or greedy by the
rest of the population, while most of the working poor and working-class
people who earn their living through manual labor consider white-collar,
professional, and managerial workers to be undeserving because they sit on
their behinds instead of working. The old rich perceive the new rich to be
undeserving, and vice versa, for the ways they earn or spend their money.
In residential areas, old-timers look down on newcomers, and newcomers
scorn old-timers, but some of the strongest hatreds are found between
seemingly similar ideological groups, especially on the far right and far left.

All class strata seem agreed, however, on the undeservingness of the
poor they judge to be criminal and deviant. Moreover, since the characteri-
zation of the undeserving poor has changed remarkably little over at least
the last five hundred years, the undeservingness of the poor is not simply a
problem of modernity or postmodernity; capitalism, classical and advanced;
or socialism, state and otherwise.?

Similar events may recur for a variety of reasons; today’s notion of
undeservingness is created by two factors. The undeserving poor constitute
a perceived threat to the better-off classes; and judging some poor people as
undeserving has positive uses or benefits for various institutions and inter-
est groups in society. If the causes of the threats, and the incentives behind
the uses, can be understood, policies to do away with undeservingness can
at least be proposed.?

THE THREATS OF UNDESERVINGNESS

“Threat” is a strong word, but it is apt because the intensity of feelings har-
bored by the more fortunate classes about the poor thought to be undeserv-
ing is so strong.* Indeed, the liberal politicians and policymakers of the
1980s and 1990s have paid a heavy price for underestimating it. In reality,
the feelings are a mixture of fear, anger, and disapproval, but fear may be
the most important element in the mixture. Such feelings are expressed not
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only in the political rhetoric of increasing numbers of seekers for public
office but in news, entertainment, and other outlets of public communica-
tion. These all tell alarmist stories in which the villains often have neither
motive, reason, nor any redeeming human features. Whether they are street
criminals or young mothers without husbands, they are in effect demons,
usually black, who have been let loose on an innocent country. And the pri-
vately told stories are much worse than the public ones.

The threats of undeservingness can be divided into four modes, here
called actual, imagined, exaggerated, and displaced. These threats can also
be classified into a number of substantive categories that have changed little
over the centuries. The primary ones are threats to safety, cultural stan-
dards, economic position, and moral values or norms, although these often
blend into one another. Only the intensity of the various fears and the
urgency of the demands for ending them vary with the times.

Actual threats are empirically verifiable by an outside observer, by scien-
tific, journalistic, and lay methods. Most actual crime threats reflect personal
experience, or what people hear from relatives, friends, and neighbors, and
seeon TV.

Imagined threats are those for which reasonable evidence of an actual
threat does not exist; a typical and recurring example is alleged but untrue
police killings of blacks that have often set off urban uprisings.® People
who are upset may not recognize or even care that the threats are imagi-
nary, but the researcher and policymaker must care. They cannot ignore the
power of imagination; indeed, the raw material for the making of stereo-
types and labels is imagination, although the imaginary threat almost
always has a prior cause. That cause does not always stem from the people
felt to be threatening. Thus, imaginary threats must be understood and
dealt with by seeking their causes and sources in the imaginations and fears
of the threatened. These are sometimes found in past actual incidents that
fire up imaginations, rather than fictional ones that never happened, but
sometimes the causes and sources have nothing to do with the poor, and
the threats that result are displaced ones.

Exaggerated threats are hyperbolic versions of actual threats, creating a
mixture of actual and imagined threats—the best example is the white fear
of all poor, black, young males, which exaggerates the statistical fact that
black young males commit a disproportionately high amount of street
crime. Many of the anecdotes and even news stories about the misbehav-
iors of the undeserving poor are probably exaggerated threats, having been
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enhanced by hyperbole in their telling and retelling. They are also in some
respects the most difficult to reduce or eliminate, because the threatened
may see only the actual threats while in fact they have put their imagina-
tions to work to exaggerate the danger or to increase the anger they feel.
Imagined threats can sometimes be debunked because they have no basis in
reality; exaggerated ones are more dangerous because they do have such a
basis, even if it is often far-fetched.

Persuading people that their fears are imaginary or exaggerated is
immensely difficult, for facts and rational arguments are effective only
under conditions of calm and trust. When fears take over, citizens who are
bitter opponents of additional taxes open their pockets to build expensive
new prisons, and predictions based on past experience that they will not
reduce street crime are ignored. Politicians who must know that public
miserliness is often the best road to reelection may try to fight such building
schemes, but when a significant number of people believe imagined threats
to be actual no one can stop them, and politicians who want to be reelected
do not try.® Analytically, the best solution may be to forget the difference
between imagined and exaggerated threats, and to assume that the same
kinds of upsets fuel both of them.”

Displaced threats are those imagined and exaggerated ones that fearful
people project on the poor but which they have displaced from the condi-
tions that actually generate them. When affluent people fear what they call
the dependency of welfare recipients, perhaps they feel that their own eco-
nomic independence is threatened, or that the political value system that
enabled them to become economically independent, even affluent, is under
attack, and could place them in the same dependent role that they view
welfare recipients as occupying. In this case, the affluent may be displacing
anxieties about the economy and society on welfare recipients, although
usually not consciously so. Since one of the major uses or functions of the
undeserving poor is to serve as scapegoats, they are, by definition, targets
of displaced threats.

At some point, systematic research on why the better-off stereotype the
poor as undeserving and why they perceive imaginary threats from them as
actual will have to be undertaken. The results will probably show that many
such threats are in fact displaced, and that the problems lie elsewhere in the
society. Historians have supplied evidence of how colonial America’s prob-
lems were projected on witches, such as in the Salem cases, but preventive
policy-making requires more contemporary analysis. This is desperately
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needed, particularly in a society that builds more prisons than any other to
cope with threats of which only some are actual. And until the process by
which a handful of actual threats are turned into a flood of imagined and
exaggerated threats is understood, little can be done to end fear of threats
unfairly blamed on the undeserving poor.

Crime, Fear of Crime, and Other Threats to Safety

Currently, the threat to safety is the major fear associated with undeserv-
ingness. For the better-off classes, the primary actual threat is street crime,
such as mugging, burglary, and pickpocketing, which are particularly
threatening because even when the crimes are not violent, they are always
invasions of personal privacy.® Conversely, auto theft, probably the most
pervasive of urban and suburban crimes, seems to be treated as less threat-
ening.

Street crime is threatening as well because its occurrence is essentially
unpredictable, thus making defense against it seemingly impossible. The
fears generated by unpredictability also make people less willing to distin-
guish between actual and imagined threats, and more willing to listen to
politicians who promise to take harsh measures against suspected street
criminals. Because street crime is so widely feared, local news media rarely
miss the most dramatic incidents, especially in white neighborhoods, which
provides further raw material for the widespread fear of crime.” The fact
that the news media rarely explain why specific crimes have taken place
may add to the unpredictability of street crime, and, when the crime is vio-
lent, increase perception of it as “random” or “senseless.”

Although the fear of crime is said to be high in many places, even out-
side the cities, information about it is tragically sparse. Crime shows up
high on the pollsters’ lists of major national problems only sporadically,
and even though it is a productive election campaign issue, and an even
more productive topic for radio talk show hosts, how many people actually
respond and how typical they are of voters remains unclear. Past studies
suggest that women, senior citizens, and people in high-crime areas gener-
ally are more fearful than others, but that in other such areas, lively and
effective neighborhood participation can reduce the fear of crime.!? Statisti-
cal data about trends in the frequency of street crime seem to bear little
relation to the fear of crime, that fear being evoked instead by nearby inci-
dents that are endlessly repeated and probably exaggerated in local
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grapevines, and by dramatic incidents that become major news stories and
are later also repeated and exaggerated by word-of-mouth.

Feelings about neighborhood social control would suggest that the fear
of crime is partly imagined, and some could actually be displaced fear. This
is backed up by national poll data reporting that the percentage of people
feeling safe in their own neighborhoods has not changed since the mid-
1970s, even though the same people believe that crime has increased signif-
icantly both in the country and in their own community “over the past
year.”!! Clearly people are fearful of something, which they express as fear
of crime in strange neighborhoods but which may be in part displaced fear,
perhaps about where the nation and local communities are going in a time
of economic uncertainty, social division and political inefficacy, and
increased cultural conflict.

In effect, given the very real fears they evoke, perceived threats to safety
easily spread elsewhere. Before they move to the level of community and
nation, they first spread to poor people who are not criminals. For exam-
ple, when and where homeless people and panhandlers increase in number,
begging and acting-out are often perceived as threats by the better-off, even
if they are often imagined threats, since the homeless are largely passive or
victimize other homeless people. Beggars rarely attack the people from
whom they beg. Unfortunately, the better-off classes observe what they
consider to be misuses of their public space and invasions of their privacy
by beggars and the homeless as equivalent invasions by dangerous street
criminals. As a result, it is easy for them to imagine that beggars and the
homeless inevitably mean street crime. Since beggars generally outnumber
street criminals, a possible actual threat from the latter is thus turned into a
more frequent and visible imagined threat from the former. Vagabonds and
tramps probably evoked similar imagined threats in the rural communities
of past centuries.

Moreover, the perception of threat attaches to innocent people who look
like street criminals to the better-off: to poor, black, young males especially,
who are probably the major focus of imagined threat in America today.!?
In the 1980s, fear for personal safety became pervasive enough that poor
unmarried mothers were viewed as breeders of delinquents and street crim-
inals, thus becoming indirect threats to safety themselves, even though
there is no reliable evidence that such mothers, on or off welfare, produce
more children that become street criminals than other very poor people.
Poor unmarried mothers were, however, also viewed as sources of other
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threats, like American witches, nineteenth-century British paupers, and the
husbandless German and Irish women whom Charles Loring Brace
thought to be the mothers of the homeless “street urchins” of post—Civil
War New York.!3

Furthermore, personal safety is of such intense concern to people that
the need to ward off potential criminals spreads the safety fears further, for
example to “gangsta rap,” male teenage dress codes, adolescent swagger,
and other lifestyles of the poor, all diverging ever more from those of the
adult mainstream. From the point of view of the adults in the nonpoor
population, these are essentially cultural safety threats.!* These and other
such threats to cultural standards are sometimes described as oppositional
culture, or a culture of “resistance” or “refusal.” Such terminology may
overpoliticize the fads and fashions of poor adolescents, when much of it is
conventional youth culture of the poor that seeks to keep mainstream
adults at a distance by frightening them.1’

Political safety threats used to be a concern, albeit a minor one, in
America, but the days of the politically dangerous classes seem to be over.
Poor anarchists and other radicals, immigrant or native-born, are a histori-
cal memory, and the previously noted culture of resistance or refusal is only
rarely viewed as a significant threat to political safety. Some black national-
ist militants may employ revolutionary rhetoric, but most white Americans
miss the political intent. Furthermore, Americans are so unused to political
violence that no one ever considers the possibility that street crime contains
elements of an unmentioned and perhaps unconscious political protest
against the lack of decent jobs and other economic inequalities, as well as
political injustice.

Indeed, the concern with personal safety and its identification with street
crime and the undeserving poor has set aside, or even suppressed, most
threats to safety stemming from so-called white collar crime. The occupa-
tional safety threats created or condoned by employers of farm workers or
factory workers do not seem to touch the people who worry about street
crime. Atmospheric pollution, environmental destruction, and the produc-
tion of unhealthy foods and other consumer goods all impinge on personal
safety, but they are not classified as safety threats by most people. For one
thing, the risk is shared by large numbers of people so that such dangers,
like earthquakes and other natural disasters, are not felt as personal
threats. For another, many people think dangers to health can be reduced
by personal choice—by choosing certain foods or abstaining from smok-
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ing, for example—so that they are felt as less unpredictable and therefore
less threatening than crime.

Undoubtedly, some of the parents whose children suffer from toxic poi-
soning and some of the people who have lost their savings to stock manip-
ulation do consider polluting manufacturers or unscrupulous savings and
loan associations as threatening. Still, no one has yet created stereotypes of
the undeserving members of the chemicals industry, insufficiently safety-
conscious automobile companies, careless government regulating agen-
cies—or of irresponsible politicians seeking to end regulation altogether.
Consequently, safety threats connected to street crime must also be under-
stood as particular cases of more general class and race fears that go far
beyond issues of personal safety.

Economic Threats

From a cost perspective, the losses exacted by street criminals, even includ-
ing drug sellers, are minor economic threats, at least when compared to the
huge sums taken out of the economy by failed savings and loan associa-
tions or giant corporations relocating to Mexico. The costs of street crime
only increase when the money spent for protection against it is added,
expenses such as the funds allocated to police, prisons, courts, private
police and related security measures, and insurance. The costs rise further
with the addition of replacement costs incurred by thefts and burglaries,
and the proportion of the price of goods that pays for shoplifting, other
crime, and insurance against crime in the production and distribution of
these goods.

Ironically enough, while people may be aware of these costs through
paying their home or auto insurance or replacing a stolen car, they do not
seem to blame the undeserving poor for them. Although the annual cost of
crime, protection, and associated expenditures during the 1990s has been
estimated at $163 billion, the better-off classes do not appear to worry
about street crime primarily as an economic threat.!® Instead, this sort of
threat is seen as coming from other kinds of poor people. These include
illegal immigrants thought to take the jobs of legal residents during periods
of high unemployment, and poor people moving into and “taking over”
the neighborhoods of the better-off, although then fears about the loss of
property values are combined with fears of status loss and fears for per-
sonal safety.
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By far the greatest economic threat associated with undeservingness,
however, seems to be “welfare dependency,” including large sums imagined
to be spent by governments on payments to welfare recipients. Better-off
people feel that these come directly, and in large amounts, from their own
taxes—almost as if they were personally subsidizing poor women on wel-
fare. The felt intensity of this economic threat is increased by the notion
that welfare recipients are so dependent on welfare that they become per-
manent burdens to the taxpayers. In fact, of course, the public monies, fed-
eral and local, spent on welfare (and food stamps) amounted to slightly less
than $40 billion in 1992. This is less than 15 percent of the post-Cold War
annual defense budget; about $10 billion less than the mortgage interest
tax deductions available to home owners that benefit mainly the rich, and
only about one-sixth of the corporate subsudies and tax breaks considered
to be “corporate pork.”1”

The taxpayers’ anger toward welfare is not generated by the numbers,
however. They are angered at least in part by the belief that they get nothing
in return for the monies spent on the poor. Their reaction is exaggerated in
an economy in which they worry about their own position, and where many
are asked to work harder than in the past, which also helps to explain the
desire to put recipients to work even when there are no jobs for them. One
reason economic threats are not always viewed from a “rational” economic
perspective is that they are accompanied by and interwoven with threats to
values—actual, imagined, and displaced. In the case of welfare recipients,
one perceived threat is the belief that they deliberately thumb their noses at
marriage and two-parent families. The disinclination of whites to spend
money that goes proportionally more often to poor blacks cannot be
ignored either, although in areas of the country with many white young
unmarried mothers, race takes a back seat to class hostility.

Moral Value Threats

Moral value threats are perceived dangers to what is believed to be cultur-
ally and morally proper. Behavior viewed as threatening people’s moral val-
ues is felt as a personal attack, especially by those who assiduously practice
mainstream values, and who may do so on religious grounds. Threats to
values can thus be as actual as threats to safety.

Even so, since better-off people react mainly to stereotypes and know
nothing about the values of the poor, the moral value threat appears to be
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largely imagined. In fact, however, it accords with a general theme of
American popular ideology, which assumes that most behavior is caused by
the holding and practicing of values, with good behavior resulting from
good values and bad behavior from bad values. That behavior is also very
largely generated by the economic, political, and other structural condi-
tions to which people must react, sometimes sans choice, is rarely recog-
nized.!® As a result, if poor people behave in ways that diverge from those
thought to be mainstream, it is ascribed to their rejection of mainstream
values and not to their inability to act in accord with these values. Larry
Backer puts the lay axiom well when he writes that “indigence is produced
not by the social or economic system, but by the deviance of the poor. The
necessary punishment for deviance is poverty.”!’

There is considerable evidence—but not very much in the popular
media—that, when asked about their values, poor people sound as much
or more mainstream than most better-off Americans. There is, however, not
much evidence in the popular or professional literature about if, when, and
how much the better-off themselves abide by mainstream values, how
strongly they feel about these values, and whether their adherence to main-
stream values is actually any greater or stronger than even the poor they
consider undeserving.

Moreover, the people who feel themselves to constitute the mainstream
also feel sure that their values are mainstream, and since they know noth-
ing about the actual values of the poor they call undeserving, they also do
not know that what they perceive as moral value threats from the poor
have nothing per se to do with values.

Instead, the feeling of threat results from the fact that, unlike the affluent
classes, the poor cannot mask their occasional inability or unwillingness to
practice mainstream behavior, which is why the more affluent imagine the
poor have bad values. For example, while middle-class people who become
jobless generally have family connections, networks, and other resources to
fall back on and usually even remain home owners, while the working poor
who lose their jobs often go on welfare, and some eventually become
homeless, or show up in the street crime statistics. If the better-off use
drugs, they do so in their living rooms. And if the more fortunate fail
repeatedly in their marriages, they can still hope that the next one will suc-
ceed. Poor women who have rarely met men with decent and secure jobs
learn to expect from the start that marriage is not in the cards for them,
and government data collectors frequently make sure that the illegitimacy
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of their children becomes public knowledge. Poor women who sour on
marriage are stigmatized while their middle-class peers become the stuff of
TV sitcoms, not evidence of moral failure.

In short, the more fortunate classes can keep their deviations from
alleged or real mainstreams private, or c¢an frame them as nonmoral, which
is why they rarely become value threats. In addition, they can fight govern-
ment invasions of privacy that could make their behavior public, even as
they support more government intrusion into the lives of the poor that will
be sure to make their behavior public.

This pattern also extends to organizations. While weapons producers
may be as dependent on the Pentagon as poor women are on welfare, that
dependence is less visible, so that they do not arouse fears that they are vio-
lating the norms of American economic individualism. Their dependence is
less visible also because almost no one is looking; being respectable private
corporations that issue shares traded on the major stock exchanges and
that supply well-paying jobs, their dependency is noticeable mainly to radi-
cal observers.

That some rich people actually live the lives of hedonistic leisure of
which the jobless poor are wrongly accused is also thought irrelevant, even
if their income derives directly or indirectly from past gains once thought
ill-gotten—for example, war profiteering or slave ownership. Membership
in the mainstream permits such contradictions, just as it permits deviations
from behavioral and value mainstreams if they remain hidden. Should they
be made public by journalistic exposés, criticism may follow until the
exposés are forgotten, but the deviations of the poor become public more
often and more quickly and are seemingly remembered forever. Visibility of
behavior, not adherence to values, turns out to be the de facto test of the
existence of value threats.

Threats to moral values may even be felt as safety threats, again of the
imagined variety, because of a kind of domino effect. This effect, also an
outgrowth of popular ideology, assumes that if poor people are guilty of
one deviant behavior or value they are probably guilty of others. Thus the
more fortunate classes see themselves threatened by a mass of deviant
behavior and values that may put an end to social order and the public
peace. The domino effect is reflected in umbrella labels, enabling people to
believe in, as did Oscar Lewis, a culture of poverty with over sixty “traits,”
or an underclass that can become entrenched and permanent.
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Representative Newt Gingrich, the Republican party leader, may have
had this domino effect in mind when he proposed, in 1993, that adolescent
deviance could lead to social breakdown, although his examples were sta-
tistical outliers and not representative even of the alleged villains he identi-
fied. As he put it in a speech that he has since given many times, “You can’t
maintain civilization with twelve-year-olds having babies and fifteen-year-
olds killing each other and seventeen-year-olds dying of AIDS.”2° The mis-
behavior of the poor can, however, be persuasively demonstrated by
statistical or other hyperbole if enough people are ready to believe in that
misbehavior a priori.

The Possibility of Displaced Threats

Displaced threats originate from various problems in society but are pro-
jected on the undeserving poor, who become scapegoats. Thus Mark Stern
writes that “if economic dislocation . . . and urban restructuring were taking
their toll on all of us, perhaps it was reassuring to imagine that there was a
class at the bottom of society . . . whose vices made us look virtuous.”?!

Most displaced threats fall into two categories: either the poor are
blamed for creating or worsening problems in the society with which they
have little or nothing to do, or they are accused of setting bad examples for
mainstream young people who diverge from mainstream ways. The prob-
lems for which the poor are blamed have often been economic; they have
been held partly responsible for the decline of the American economy.?? For
example, to accuse the poor of being lazy or unwilling to adhere to the
work ethic and its dress and time codes is easier than to confront the inabil-
ity of the economy to create enough jobs, especially for unskilled people.

It is also easier to believe welfare recipients and, since the mid-1990s,
immigrants to be a serious drain on the federal budget than to think about
the Pentagon’s still-massive drain on that budget. Displacing government
inability to provide onto the poor also enables the more fortunate classes to
continue to enjoy middle- and upper-class tax loopholes and other “wel-
fare” that is virtually invulnerable to political attack. Corporate employees
can feel sorrier for the challenges their employers face in surviving in the
economy if they can blame welfare recipients for helping to impoverish that
economy.?> Those employees who have already been fired by their corpo-
rate employers and who know that they cannot fight either them or the
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global economy can at least pressure government to reduce their taxes, so
they have more spending money, by demanding that government spend less
on the undeserving poor.

Admittedly, some of the accusations leveled at the poor are stirred up by
conservative interest groups and populations who have been fighting for
higher military expenditures ever since the end of the Cold War, against the
welfare state since the 1930s, and for minimal income taxes since before
then. In hard times, anti-welfare state messages that concentrate on the
financial threat of money spent for the poor become more persuasive. The
Moynihan Report, often associated with the current alarm about welfare,
did not make much of a stir, at least about welfare, on its publication in
1965 when the economy was still basically healthy.

The displaced threats attributed to the undeserving poor when they are
imagined to be subverters of mainstream values are more often sexual or
cultural than economic.?* Adolescent motherhood among the unmarried
poor began to rise in the 1950s, but it did not cause concern in white main-
stream society until later, at about the time of the general increase in sexual
activity among mainstream teenage girls, when it was feared that poor
teenagers were becoming sexual role models for all adolescents. Even if
working-class or middle-class girls should personally meet poor teenage
mothers at school, however, their lives are so different that they have no
incentive either to imitate the sexual practices of the latter or to become
pregnant. Not only can mainstream girls be sexually active with young men
who do not want to become fathers, but middle-class and upper-class
youngsters can prevent premature parenthood by their easy access to birth
control and abortion.

If the poor are role models, they may be more likely to be so in the
youthful consumer culture, for more affluent youngsters seem to patronize
manufacturers that borrow some of their fashion ideas in clothes and music
from the poor.?* A further general fear—that the “culture of the streets”
may be so attractive as to subvert middle-class teenagers—is less credible,
since the harshly enforced conformity demands of that culture are not even
attractive to many of the poor youngsters caught in its trap because of their
desperate search for excitement, support, and respect.?¢ But the fictional
version of that culture available in the news and entertainment media
enables middle-class parents to blame the poor if their own adolescent chil-
dren fail to accept parental advice and authority.
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When native-born poor people refuse to perform unpleasant work for
wages being paid to recent immigrants, and are thought to be insufficiently
dedicated to the work ethic, they may serve to displace the doubts that
better-off people have about their own devotion to unsatisfying work,
workplaces, or employers. It is almost as if everyone feared that if better-
paid workers copied the jobless poor and stopped performing unpleasant
work the economy would immediately come to a grinding halt. Conse-
quently, the poor can be imagined to be a real threat.

Envying the poor for seemingly living a life of full-time leisure may be
easier than questioning the working conditions and job satisfactions avail-
able to the better-off in the modern economy.?” Sometimes that envy is also
sexual: the poor are imagined to devote themselves to sexual pleasure and
other kinds of hedonism while the better-off have to work. Since such
envy—usually male—is combined with anger about the poor enjoying this
libidinal utopia at the taxpayers’ expense, some better-off men may also be
stigmatizing the poor as undeserving for having freed themselves from
mainstream sexual norms that such men would sometimes like to jettison
themselves.

There is even the possibility that the undeserving poor provide a
national enemy when the better-off population lacks a foreign one. It may
be coincidental, but anger at the undeserving poor began to rise in the mid-
1980s when it looked as if the Cold War would soon end.

The hypothesis of displaced threats must, however, deal with two com-
plications before it can be treated more seriously. One complication is his-
torical: the overt fears expressed about today’s welfare recipients,
unmarried mothers, and the homeless, among others, resemble some of the
fears of paupers, unmarried mothers, vagrants, tramps, and other poor
people in past centuries, when society and economy were different. But if
society and economy have changed since the nineteenth century, one must
ask why fears of the undeserving poor and the hostility toward them have
not changed more drastically as well.

To be sure, today’s fears, however imaginary or exaggerated, do not
result in the brutality with which the undeserving poor of the nineteenth
century were treated. Despite their myriad faults, today’s welfare officials
are more civilized than the charity officials even at the turn of this century,
and contemporary jails and prisons do not mistreat their occupants as
much as did nineteenth-century workhouses. Perhaps the fears themselves
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have actually changed. Or perhaps only the technology and the organiza-
tion of the economy have changed; and the rest, the everyday economy
and society in which the rank-and-file population is embedded, remains
the same even if pundits now say “the postindustrial economy” and “the
postmodern society.” Still, being jobless in the postindustrial economy is
no different than being jobless in the past, and homelessness remains home-
lessness, even if the death rate of today’s homeless is lower than that of the
homeless of the past.

The other complication is methodological and political: it is difficult to
demonstrate the existence of displaced threats. Intensive questioning of the
better-off classes asking people whether, how, and why they are fearful of
and angry at the poor they themselves consider particularly undeserving
may supply clues concerning how their feelings about the undeserving poor
relate to, and stand as proxies for, other kinds of fear and anger, including
fear and anger about the state of the economy and the society.?

The Epidemiology of Threats

For policy purposes, information is badly needed about who feels what
threats about whom, and how intensely. If welfare recipients are stigma-
tized by economic elites who want to pay fewer taxes, a very different poli-
tics and policy is needed than if the stigma comes from poorer taxpayers,
or from people who envy recipients for not working or for participating
regularly in orgies.

Unfortunately very little such data has been collected, and most of this
information is survey data about how the better-off classes feel about the
homeless. Many of the studies also ask either-or “attribution” questions—
whether respondents blame “behavioral” shortcomings by the homeless, or
whether they put the blame on “structural” causes in the economy. Such
questions are actually ideological in intent, and answers to them can reveal
little about which parts of the better-off population are most threatened by
and most hostile toward the poor.

Bruce Link and his colleagues have, however, studied the poor as threat,
for they asked a 1,500-person national sample to agree or disagree with
statements about whether they considered the homeless to be dangerous.
Whichever way these statements were worded, only about 5 percent of the
total polled population thought these were “definitely true,” while 25 to 40
percent said they were “probably true.”?’ When the same respondents were
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asked about the dangerousness of the mentally ill, the percentage respond-
ing “definitely true” rose to about 15 percent.3

The respondents who most often answer “definitely true” to questions
asking if the homeless are dangerous were the oldest, least educated, and
poorest members of the sample.3! Presumably this group includes people
who live in areas where they see homeless people or who feel themselves to
be most at risk from street crime. But they are also the people whom one
would expect to be most at risk from the troubled economy and changing
society, and therefore also likely to displace their worries on the homeless
poor.3?

The attribution data are ambiguous, for most people mention both
behavioral and structural causes. In the previously mentioned study by
Link and his colleagues, the most often mentioned causes, all thought to
“contribute a lot to homelessness™ by at least half the sample, were, first to
last, “drug and alcohol abuse,” “an economic system that favors the rich
over the poor,” and “a shortage of affordable housing.” All of the other
stated causes, whether behavioral or structural, were thought to contribute
“a lot” by a quarter to a third of the respondents, whether the statement
referred to “laziness” or “irresponsible behavior on the part of the home-
less,” or “the shortage of government aid for poor people.”33

Similar attribution patterns are reported in the other studies.* Gener-
ally, the oldest, least educated, and lowest-income respondents are most
likely to see the poor and homeless as at fault behaviorally, but they also
blame government the most for not helping with money, affordable hous-
ing, and other forms of aid. Moreover, the attitude variations between
socioeconomic, educational, and age groups are often not very large.3

Although in theory the highest-income population, and especially the
most highly educated one, should be most knowledgeable about structural
causes, this is not the case, meaning either that they are too far from the
homeless either spatially or ideologically or that they are unwilling to indict
the economy and the government.

Do these data suggest that the oldest, lowest-income, and least well edu-
cated Americans are most threatened by the poor, most hostile to them,
and most likely to consider them undeserving? Unfortunately, the surveys
do not undertake sufficiently detailed questioning to supply a reliable
answer to this question.

What most of the polls do show is a kind of generalized desire to help
the poor and homeless, and even a subdued eagerness to pay more taxes.3®
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Link’s own study, however, found that only 40 percent were willing to pay
$25 a year or more extra in taxes to help the homeless.?”

Surveys may not be the best source of data on how people feel, partly
because better-educated respondents are apt to appear more tolerant to
interviewers than they might be under other situations—for example, when
politicians make strongly worded appeals to their fears, to vested interests,
or even to displaced threats.3® They are also more likely than other people
to become politically involved, and perhaps to support actions that contra-
dict their survey responses.

Even so, no one knows exactly who among the American people is sup-
plying the political support to the Republican, religious conservative, and
corporate leadership that is spearheading the escalation of the war against
the poor in the mid-1990s. Analysts of the November 1994 elections found
no visible voter mandate for that escalation. The first opinion polls taken
since then also suggest that large numbers of poll respondents disagree with
the meanness of the war against the poor and even the intense punitiveness
of the otherwise popular “welfare reform” measures that are part of the
Republican “Contract with America.” Still, the many people who tell poll-
sters that they favor helping the poor and the overt defenders of the poor
are practically without voice, at least for the moment.

Undeservingness: The Bottom Line

It is even possible to guess that the final bottom line or sufficient cause of
the undeservingness of the poor is not their threats, actual or imaginary, to
the mainstream population. Instead, what may energize feelings of unde-
servingness above all is the perceived insolence of the poor in behaving as
they do while being supported by public funds. Deviation from the main-
stream, crime, and even some threats to personal safety are tolerated if they
emanate from people who are wealthy or earn their own living, but all are
always damned among welfare recipients and others who have to be sup-
ported from taxes.

For example, even bearing illegitimate children is permissible on the part
of the better-off, but the poor must be married and working so that the
state need not spend money on their children. Nonetheless, punishment is
reserved for the mothers who get welfare benefits, not the fathers, who get
no public funds.

These seeming inconsistencies in the handling of deviance are in part the
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normally differential treatment of those high and low in the class and gen-
der hierarchies. The undeservingness of the poor is punishment not only for
their lowly state, however, but for the existence of poverty itself. The ideol-
ogy of undeservingness holds that if people were without the moral and
other deficiencies that make them poor, there might be no poverty; and if
the jobless were not lazy there would be virtually no unemployment. In
both instances, the public monies now used to support the poor and the
jobless could remain in private purses. That may be the greatest moral fail-
ing attributed to the undeserving poor.

THE USES OF UNDESERVINGNESS??

Better-off Americans may consider the poor undeserving because of the
threats associated with them and the public funds allocated to them. In
fact, however, labeling the poor as undeserving also has some uses, or posi-
tive functions, or beneficial consequences, for more fortunate Americans.
Strange as it may seem on first thought, these functions are very real, result-
ing in material and immaterial benefits, even though many are not immedi-
ately apparent, particularly to the people who benefit from them.*’ This is
because functions are not purposes. They are not what people intend to do,
but are the consequences of what they actually do, whatever their initial
purposes. Consequently, functions are usually neither intended nor recog-
nized when they first emerge, and some are unintended but unavoidable
because they follow from the demands of politically important groups.*!
Whatever their origin, however, once these functions exist and produce
benefits, their beneficiaries may develop an interest in them and even estab-
lish interest groups to defend them.*?

Needless to say, that undeservingness has uses does not justify it; the
analysis of its functions just helps to explain why it persists. In addition,
functions for the better-off often entail, or are accompanied by, dysfunc-
tions for the poor, which become economic, social, and political costs not
only for them but also for some of the nonpoor. (The disadvantages of
labeling for the poor have already been discussed in chapter 3 and the first
half of this chapter, and need no further discussion here.)

Of the many positive functions of labeling the poor, thirteen will be dis-
cussed here, classified into five interrelated sets.*3 The first eleven functions
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are not listed in order of importance, but the final two are of greater
importance than the others, because they appear to benefit virtually the
entire society of the nonpoor.

Two Microsocial Functions

RisKk REDUCTION. Perhaps the primary use of the idea of the undeserving
poor—primary because it takes place on the microsocial scale of everyday
life—is that it distances the labeled from those who label them. By labeling
some people as undeserving, label users protect themselves from the risk of
getting close to them and being hurt by the encounter. Risk reduction is a
way of dealing with threats of all kinds, actual and imagined. The decision
to consider a group of people undeserving absolves one of the responsibil-
ity to associate with them or even to treat them like morally equal human
beings. This absolution can increase feelings of personal safety. All pejora-
tive labels and stereotypes serve this function, which may be why there are
so many of them.

SUPPLYING OBJECTS OF REVENGE AND REPULSION. The scapegoating function
that the undeserving poor perform has already been discussed in connec-
tion with displaced threats, but the poor are also useful as general objects
of revenge. They can become such objects because their undeservingness
justifies feelings of superiority on the part of the better-off classes. In a soci-
ety in which punishment is reserved for legislative, judicial, and penal insti-
tutions, the feelings of revenge and punitiveness that can be directed
toward the undeserving poor may offer at least some emotional satisfaction
to those lacking the power to punish.

Since labeling poor people undeserving makes nearly unlimited scape-
goating possible, the labeled can also be used for distinctive kinds of dis-
placement. For example, many years ago, James Baldwin argued that the
undeserving black poor could provide a locus for displaced feelings of
repulsion and self-hate that a majority population may have difficulty
admitting to itself. Broadening a point first made by Baldwin in The Fire
Next Time, Andrew Hacker suggests that whites “need the ‘nigger,’
because it is the ‘nigger’ within themselves that they cannot tolerate. . . .
Whatever it is that whites feel ‘nigger’ signifies about blacks—Ilust and
laziness, stupidity or squalor—in fact exists within themselves. . . . By cre-
ating such a creature, whites are able to say that because only members of
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the black race can carry that taint, it follows that none of its attributes will
be found in white people.”**

Baldwin’s analysis is easily transferable to “the undeserving poor”
within the mainstream American, for a number of the traits Oscar Lewis
identified in the culture of poverty could be found in that person: “mistrust
of government and those in high position,” for example, as well as “wide-
spread belief in male superiority” and “provincialism,” among others.*
Moreover, Lewis himself initially felt that some of the culture of poverty’s
traits were positive, thus implying that they deserve being copied by better-
off Americans. These included what Rigdon described as “family loyalty,
generosity and sharing, spontaneity, gaiety, courage and the ability to
love.”* Thus it seems as if the undeserving poor could also perform posi-
tive displacement functions, being put forth as role models for the driven
and pressured members of the more prosperous classes.

Three Economic Functions

CREATING JOBS FOR THE BETTER-OFF POPULATION. Perhaps the most impor-
tant contemporary economic function of the undeserving poor is their mere
presence, which creates a large and increasing number of jobs for the
deserving poor and almost all strata of the better-off classes, including pro-
fessionals. Since the undeserving poor are thought to be dangerous or
improperly socialized, their behavior has to be modified so that they will
learn to act in socially approved ways. Alternatively, they have to be
policed and controlled, or isolated from the deserving sectors of society.
The larger the number of people who are declared undeserving, the larger
also the number of people needed to modify, police, control, or guard
them. These include the police, judges, lawyers, court probation officers,
guards, and others who staff the criminal courts and prisons, as well as the
social workers, psychiatrists, doctors, and others—and their support
staffs—in “special” schools, drug treatment centers, homeless shelters,
mental hospitals, and the like. And they also include the teachers and train-
ers who try to retrain the undeserving.

Other jobs established to deal with the undeserving poor include those
held by professionals, investigators, and clerks who administer welfare. Yet
other jobs go to officials who look for poor fathers and the child-support
monies they often do not have, as well as to the additional welfare office
staff needed to remove recipients in violation of welfare rules from the
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rolls. It could be argued that some of the rules for handling the undeserving
poor are more effective at performing the latent function of creating jobs
for the working and middle classes than achieving their stated goals of
enforcing the laws.¥’

Further jobs are created in the social sciences, journalism, and literature,
to conduct research and to write about the faults of the undeserving poor
for the more fortunate who want to read about the actual or imagined mis-
behaviors of those they have stigmatized. Moreover, the undeserving poor
supply work for the “salvation industries,” religious and secular, which try
to save the souls and alter the behavior of the undeserving. Not all such
jobs are paid, for the undeserving poor also constitute objects of charity
and thus mean volunteer work for those providing it, as well as paid jobs
for the professional fundraisers who pursue charitable funds these days.
Among the most visible volunteers are the members of cafe and high soci-
ety who organize and contribute to benefits. While they seek mainly to help
the deserving poor, some hold charity balls or collect money in other ways
for the homeless and unmarried mothers.

SUPPLYING ILLEGAL GOODS. The undeserving poor who have trouble finding
other jobs, even in the informal labor market, are available for work in the
manufacture and sale of illegal goods, including drugs. Although it is esti-
mated that 80 percent of all illegal drugs are sold to nonpoor whites, the
street sellers are often drug users and others forced out of the formal labor
market.* Parts of the informal economy that make or sell legal goods or
supply legal services but do so under illegal conditions may also attract the
undeserving poor, such as welfare recipients or ex-convicts. Garment indus-
try sweatshops and other below-minimum-wage employers often hire ille-
gal immigrants or other people about whose backgrounds they ask no
questions.

STAFFING THE RESERVE ARMY OF LABOR. Traditionally, the poor, including
even the deserving ones, served the function of staffing the “reserve army of
labor.” As such they were available to be hired as strikebreakers; they were
also invisible presences who could be used to break unions, harass union-
ized workers, or just scare them into working for less, and thus drive down
wage rates. Today, however, with a plentiful supply of jobless people,
underpaid full-time and involuntary part-time workers, as well as immi-
grant workers, a reserve army is less often needed—and when it is needed,
it can be recruited from other sectors than the undeserving poor.
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Welfare recipients may remain in the reserve army, for many work part-
time, in some places in “workfare” programs. They are also encouraged to
stay out of the official labor market by being eligible to obtain Medicaid
only if they remain on welfare, so that many who need extra money have
to work “off the books.”#’ If future health insurance programs should ever
enable welfare recipients to obtain medical care without staying on welfare,
or if future welfare reform programs establish minimum-wage workfare
programs on a national basis, larger numbers of welfare recipients will be
exerting downward pressure on the wages of the employed. The same
effects will occur even more frequently, and drastically, if and when poor
women lose their eligibility for welfare or if the welfare program should be
abolished entirely. In that case, the victims will once more be full members
of the reserve army of labor.*°

Three Normative Functions®!

MORAL LEGITIMATION. The same laws that determine what is illegal and
criminal also define what is law-abiding, if only by implication and elimi-
nation. Likewise, the definition of undeservingness indirectly determines
the definition of deservingness. As a result, all institutions and social struc-
tures that stigmatize and exclude the undeserving concurrently offer moral
and political legitimacy to the institutions and structures of the deserving.’?

Of these, the most important structure is the class hierarchy, for the exis-
tence of an undeserving class or stratum legitimates the deserving classes,
and much if not all of their class-related behavior. The alleged immorality
of the undeserving also surrounds the class hierarchy with a moral atmos-
phere, which may help to explain why upward mobility itself is morally
praiseworthy. The fact that the people assigned to “the underclass” and
several earlier labels are thought to be déclassé only emphasizes further the
moral and political legitimacy of the rest of the class system.*?

VALUE REINFORCEMENT. When the undeserving poor violate, or are imag-
ined to be violating, mainstream behavioral patterns and values, they help
to reinforce and reaffirm the desirability of these patterns and values. As
Emile Durkheim pointed out nearly a century ago, norm violation is also
norm preservation. As a result, a variety of norms, including those some-
times dismissed as “motherhood” values, gain new prestige when they are
violated and their violators stigmatized or punished.

If the undeserving poor can be imagined to be lazy, they help to reaffirm
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the “Protestant work ethic”; if poor single-parent families are officially
condemned, the two-parent family is once more legitimated as ideal. In the
1960s, “middle-class morality” was sometimes criticized as culturally nar-
row, and therefore inappropriate for the poor, but since the 1980s, “main-
stream values” have again been considered vital sources of behavioral
guidance for them.*

Norm reinforcement also facilitates the active preservation of values.
Before the undeserving poor can obtain financial help, one of the conven-
tional prerequisites is visible indication of their readiness to practice the
mainstream values. These values may include some that members of the
mainstream may not practice themselves. Consequently, values that might
otherwise die out can be preserved. For example, welfare recipients and the
jobless must behave deferentially in government agencies even though pub-
lic officials can insult them freely. Promptness, dress codes, and other work
rules that can no longer be enforced in many parts of the economy can be
maintained in the regulations for workfare. Economists like to argue that if
the poor want to be deserving, they must help “clear the market”—take
any kind of job, regardless of its low pay or demeaning character. The
economists’ argument reflects a work ethic that they themselves do not
have to practice and might object to practicing if they had to do so.

Conversely, the undeserving poor may even be punished for behaving in
by now conventional ways that diverge from traditional values. A welfare
recipient can now be removed from the rolls if she is found to be living
with a man without benefit of marriage, but the social worker who
removes her has every right to do so without endangering his or her job.
Welfare recipients can also be punished for violating rules of housecleaning
and child care that middle-class people are free to ignore without being
punished. More correctly, while there are many norms and laws regulating
child care, only the poor are monitored to see if they obey them. If they fail
to do so, or are perceived as using more physical punishment than social
workers consider desirable, they can be charged with child neglect or abuse
and could lose their children to foster care. Likewise, in a society in which
the advocates of traditional values remain divided about abortions, the
poor, but only the poor, can be prevented from obtaining them. In the polit-
ical controversy around this issue, the fetuses of the poor seem at times to
become especially deserving precisely because their mothers are thought
undeserving,
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In fact, the defenders of such widely preached if not always so widely
practiced values as hard work, thrift, monogamy, and moderation need
people who can be accused, accurately or not, of being lazy, spendthrift,
promiscuous, and dissolute. All in all, the normative need for misbehaving
people creates the exaggerated and imagined behavioral threats of which
the undeserving are often accused.

Whether or not very many poor people actually behave in this way is
irrelevant if they can be imagined as doing so, and once imaginations take
over and the poor can then be labeled undeserving, empirical reality becomes
superfluous or not credible. By the 1990s, the beliefs that unmarried mother-
hood caused poverty, or that young men from poor single-parent families
were likely to become street criminals, could appear in the news media with-
out requiring an expert’s quote to affirm their accuracy.

Actually, most of the time most of the poor do not violate the funda-
mental moral values; thus the proportion of welfare recipients who cheat is
below the percentage of taxpayers who do so.** Moreover, survey after sur-
vey has shown that the poor, including most criminals, want to work in
secure, well-paid, and respectable jobs like everyone else; hope someday to
live in the suburbs and generally pursue the same American Dream as most
other Americans of their income level.*® k

POPULAR CULTURE VILLAINS. The undeserving poor have also played a con-
tinual role in supplying America with popular culture villains. For many
years before and after the Second World War, Hollywood’s crime villains
were largely drawn from the ranks of poor European immigrants, particu-
larly Sicilians. Then they were complemented for some decades by Cold
War and other Communist enemies who were not poor, but even before the
end of the Cold War, these were being replaced by black and Hispanic drug
dealers, gang leaders, and random killers.

The primary role of these villains is value-reinforcing, showing that
crime and other norm violations do not pay. Street criminals and other law-
breakers are shown dead or alive in the hands of the police on the local
television news programs every day, and with fictional exaggeration, in
crime and action movies and television series. At the same time, however,
the popular culture industry has also found popular culture heroes, and vil-
lains from the ranks of the undeserving poor, who supply cultural and
political protest that criticizes some mainstream values or their alleged
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hypocrisy. The protest is limited, however, to that which is particularly
marketable among white record buyers, who may be using black perform-
ers, especially “rappers,” to express what they dare not say themselves.

Whatever the content of popular music, its creators and performers have
always been recruited to some extent from the undeserving poor, for some
of the blues, country music, cowboy songs, jazz, and most recently “rap”
were composed and originally played in prisons, in brothels, and in the
bars or on the streets of the slums.’”

Three Political Functions

INSTITUTIONAL SCAPEGOATING. Institutions that serve or control the poor
also participate in the scapegoating of the undeserving poor, blaming them
for the same phenomena as individual blamers. Institutional scapegoating
takes some or all of the responsibility off the shoulders of elected and
appointed officials who are supposed to deal with these problems. For
example, to the extent that educational experts decide that the children of
the poor cannot be taught, or that they are “learning disabled,” or geneti-
cally inferior in intelligence, attempts to improve the schools can be put off
or watered down.

Scapegoating by institutions also personalizes the shortcomings of vari-
ous sectors of American society. As a result, the anger aimed at the alleged
laziness of the jobless and beggars takes the heat off the failure of the econ-
omy; the derelictions of slum dwellers and the homeless goes some way to
absolving the housing industry; and the existence of poor addicts, mentally
ill, and others diverts attention from the destruction of the welfare state
and its safety-net measures since the late 1970s. When the undeserving
poor are blamed for poverty and poverty-related evils, they are also made
responsible for the unwillingness of politicians and voters to do anything
about these evils.

CONSERVATIVE POWER SHIFTING. Once poor people are declared undeserving,
their already minimal political influence declines even further. Some cannot
vote, for example, for lack of a stable address, and many do not choose to
vote because politicians do not listen to them. Politicians would probably
ignore them even if they did vote, because they cannot possibly satisfy their
demands for economic and other kinds of aid. In addition, the undeserving
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poor make a dangerous constituency. Politicians who say kind words for
them, or who act to represent their interests, are likely to be attacked. Jesse
Jackson was hardly the first national politician to be criticized for being too
favorable to the poor.

Due partly to its ability to ignore the stigmatized poor, the political sys-
tem can pay greater attention to the white-collar and professional classes.
These have enough economic security and political savvy so that their
demands on government are not taken to be immoderate. Meanwhile,
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