
 

 

 

 
 

CHAPTER 12 
 
 

Poverty in the City 
 
 
 
 
 
 
As we discovered in the two previous chapters, financing urban services 

presents one of the greatest challenges that cities face. But an equally 

important challenge, and one that has enormous consequences for the 

character of cities and for the character of American society, has to do with 

the changing composition of inner cities and their residents.  

 In 1980, Ira Lowry described central cities in frightening terms: 

 

The quality of urban life has deteriorated. Interracial tensions periodically 

erupt in mob violence. Roving gangs of adolescents terrorize peaceable 

citizens. Muggings, burglaries, rape, and vandalism are commonplace. Drug 

abuse is widespread. Public schools are patrolled by guards, but classrooms 

are nonetheless vandalized, students robbed, and teachers beaten. 

...Unoccupied buildings are stripped and burned. Neighborhood retailers close 

their shops after a series of armed robberies or a night of looting. Public 

streets are littered and potholed. The sites of demolished buildings are piled 

high with rat-infested rubbish. (p 161) 

 

By most accounts, and in public perception, the situation has become even 

more desperate as we approach the new century. The risk of being 

mugged, caught in the middle of a drive-by shooting, or aggressively 

panhandled by the homeless and seeing homeless people urinate in an alley are 

sufficient for many of those living in suburbia to question the wisdom of 

venturing into downtown areas. And business owners, also aware of these 

risks and the difficulty of attracting shoppers, clients, and employees, have 

opted in record numbers to set up shop in less dangerous and offensive 

areas of town (Hill et al. 1995). Thus, suburbia is becoming more and more 

isolated from the central cities it surrounds, and edge cities and industrial 

parks have emerged in record numbers. But these changes have not occurred 
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in isolation, and to understand them, we must explore another 

transformation that has occurred in America over the past quarter century. 

 

Postindustrial Marginalization 
 

The economic history of the large American city over the past twenty-five 

years is one of transition. Beginning in the mid 1970s, large manufacturing 

firms eliminated more than 900,000 jobs a year as they closed down domestic 

operations and moved their production overseas to take advantage of 

cheaper labor markets. Between 1978 and 1982, this resulted in the loss of 

between 3.5 million and 4 million jobs, or about 20 percent of the total 

manufacturing positions in this country (Harrison and Bluestone 1988). At 

about the same time, many of the remaining manufacturing plants moved to 

the suburbs (Kasarda 1989). Changing technology required companies to 

modernize their production processes if they were to remain competitive; and 

they found it less expensive simply to build new, modern plants on cheaper 

suburban land than to renovate existing plants in the central cities. In addition, 

many retail enterprises followed the great residential migration to the suburbs 

where they located in malls. In the wake of these desertions, downtown areas 

became office centers—places of administration, information exchange, 

finance, trade, and governmental services. But most inner-city residents, who 

tend to be undereducated and underskilled, were unqualified for the more 

sophisticated jobs that came with this transformation (Kelso 1994). Some 

tried to commute to the suburbs and the manufacturing jobs that had located 

there; but for the most part, they found that a variety of logistical barriers 

limited their access to these jobs (Holzer 1991), and they were largely 

unsuccessful (Ihlanfeldt and Sjoquist 1989). 

 The result, argue Harrison and Bluestone, was the emergence of a 

twotiered urban labor market. The upper tier consists of the managers, 

lawyers, accountants, bankers, business consultants, and other technically 

trained people who are either employed in corporate offices or who provide 

business services for them.1 The lower tier consists of unskilled urban 

workers who provide personal services to those in the upper tier.2 "They are 

the ones who wait tables, cook meals, sell everything from office supplies to 

clothing, change beds and linens in the dozens of new downtown hotels, and 

find lower-level employment in the city's hospitals, health clinics, schools, 

and municipal governments (Harrison and Bluestone 1988, 69).”3 

 The result of this two-tier labor force is that more and more people 

are working at low-wage jobs, and the ranks of the urban poor are swelling. 

Whereas 13.1 percent of all full-time, year-round workers were in low-wage 

positions in 1973, 16.2 percent were in such positions in 1987. This shift was 

particularly noticeable for young workers (twenty to thirty-four years of age) 



Poverty in the City 

 
3 

and for those without high school diplomas. By 1987, 19.8 percent of young 

workers and 32.6 percent of those without degrees were working for low 

wages (Bluestone 1990). This situation is unlikely to improve any time soon. 

Six of the ten occupations where demand for new workers over the next 

decade is projected to be greatest are low wage positions, including cashiers, 

waiters and waitresses, nurse's aides and orderlies, and janitors (Harrison and 

Bluestone 1988). 

 Not only are more people being channeled into low-wage 

occupations, but the economic viability of these occupations has declined over 

time as well. Between 1973 and 1990, the inflation-adjusted wages of the 

bottom 20 percent of the workforce fell 25 percent (Juhn et al. 1991). Thus, 

the prospects that inner-city residents are able to obtain the economic 

resources to escape the inner city are dim. Employment, when it is 

available, is likely to be lowpaying and without much job security, leading 

to low levels of connection to the formal labor force. In Boston, for example, 

39 percent of the adults living in poverty in 1989 worked less than full 

time during the year; among those who did work, 48.8 percent held jobs 

paying $5.00 an hour or less (Osterman 1991). At a national level, by the late 

1980s, fully one in eight full-time, yearround male workers earned too little 

to support a family of four above the poverty level (Devine and Wright 

1993). Given these statistics, it is not surprising to find an increase in the 

absolu te level of urban poverty: Between 1969 and 1992, the poverty rate in 

central cities rose from 12.7 percent to 20.5 percent. Nor should we 

necessarily expect that the burst of prosperity during the 1990s will have an 

impact on poverty in the inner city. 

 

Poverty in Urban America 
 

In the following sections, we consider how poverty affects cities. But first we 

explore the demographics of poverty and how poverty affects the lives of the 

truly poor. 

 

 Demographics of Poverty 
 

Two popular views of poverty in America are: (1) the vast majority of the 

nation's poor reside in cities and (2) most of the nation's poor are black or 

Hispanic. Neither statement holds up to scrutiny. In 1992, for example, over 

5 million white families (24.5 million people) survived on incomes below 

the poverty level,4 compared with approximately 2.5 million black families 

(10.6 million people) and 1.3 million Hispanic families (6.7 million people).5 

Further, while nearly 75 percent of the poor do reside in metropolitan areas 

(42.4 percent in central cities, 31.8 percent in the suburbs), over 25 percent 
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live outside these areas. 

 However, when these two misconceptions are joined, they produce a 

different conclusion: Urban poverty and race are related. For example, 60 

percent of poor blacks and Hispanics live in central cities, compared with 34 

percent of poor whites. And, whereas 28.8 percent of the nation's poor are 

black, 40.6 percent of poor, central city dwellers are black. Similarly, 17.8 

percent of the nation's poor are Hispanic, but 25.5 percent of the poor in the 

central cities are Hispanic.6  Still, even in central cities, the vast majority of 

people live above the poverty line.7 Tables 15.1a and 15.lb summarize these 

and other demographic characteristics of the poor. 
  

 The largest single age group living in poverty is children under six 

(25 percent of all children under six live in poverty), followed closely by 

older children aged six to seventeen (19 percent) and young adults aged 

eighteen to twenty-four (18 percent). The elderly, many of whom live on 

fixed pensions, constitute a fourth major poverty category (13 percent). Most 

families living in poverty are small. Fifty-six percent consist of three or fewer 

members, with a mean size of 3.51. Sixty percent of the families living in 

poverty are headed by mothers, although among blacks this figure reaches 

80 percent. Over 50 percent of the heads of families living in poverty are 

high-school graduates (and 16 percent have completed at least one year of 

college); this figure is somewhat lower than the 84 percent high-school 

graduation rate for nonpoverty families, although not as low as popular belief 

would lead us to expect. Of those families living in poverty in 1992, 54 

percent were partially supported by the earnings of a family member who 

worked at least part time, usually in a low-paying job. Often this was the 

head of the household. Fifty percent worked at least part time, and 20 percent 

worked full time for forty or more weeks during the year. 
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Table 15.la.    The Demographics of Poverty in America, 1992 

 Metropolitan Areas  Non- 

 Central  metropolitan 

  Cities Suburbs  Areas  Total 

Families living in poverty (thousands) 3,387 2,520 2,053 7,960 

Percent white  52.2  74.4  64.8   69.0 

Percent black  42.6  20.8  30.6  27.5 

Percent Hispanic 
a
  25.4  16.5  17.5  14.9 

 

Percent of all families living in poverty 

White  12.7  6.3  10.6    8.9 

Black  32.9  23.2  37.6  30.9 

Hispanic  31.2  19.3  29.4   26.2 

SOURCE: Adapted from U.S. Department of Commerce (1992). 

a. Hispanics may be of any race. Percentages therefore do not sum to 100. 

 

 

Table 15.lb The Demographics of Poverty in America, 1992 

 Nonpoverty Poverty 

 All White Black Hispanica 

Mean family size 3.11 3.51 3.44 3.64 4.07 

Mean number of children 1.77 2.21 1.83 2.32 2.51 

Percent of heads of households 

 with a high school degree 83.6 56.1 57.0 53.8 32.6 

Percent of families headed 

 by a female 15.3 60.0 50.4 80.0 45.9 

Percent of all persons living in poverty 

 under 6  25.0 19.3 53.1 42.6 

 6-17  19.0 14.2 42.5 36.5 

 18-24  18.0 15.3 31.7 30.0 

 25-44  11.5 9.3 25.9 23.6 

 45-64  8.9 7.4 21.1 19.3 

 65 and older  12.9 10.9 33.3 22.0 

Percent of heads of households not 

 working during the previous year 9.6 46.3 41.2 56.1 41.0 

Percent of people living in 

households receiving: 

 cash assistance  42.7 36.0 58.9 39.7 

 food stamps  51.3 45.1 66.6 51.3 

 Medicaid  56.4 50.4 70.3 61.2 

 subsidized housing  18.4 12.9 31.3 15.0 

Percent of people not covered by 

 health insurance 12.4 28.5 31.0 22.6 41.2 

Percent of people living in high poverty 

 areas 11.3 34.5 24.7 57.2 43.0 

Ratio of males to females 

 under 18 1.06 1.01 1.01 1.00 0.99 

 18-24 1.08 0.65 0.68 0.56 0.77 

 25-34 1.07 0.59 0.65 0.41 0.77 
 

SOURCE: Adapted from U.S. Department of Commerce (1992). 

a. Hispanics may be of any race.  
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 Living and Dying in Poverty 
 

 Housing. For the most part, the poor do not live in decent housing. One 

rough and ready measure of housing inadequacy is related to overcrowding. 

On average, the majority of housing units within the United States are not 

overcrowded, although most of us wish for more space from time to time. For 

example, the 1990 census shows that only 4.9 percent of all renter-occupied 

living units housed an average of more than one person per room; however, 

this figure rises to 9.5 percent for families living in poverty (Grall 1994). 

These figures are subject to substantial city-to-city variation. Using this 

oneperson-to-a-room criterion as a rough definition of overcrowding, 15 

percent of the families renting units in New York City live in overcrowded 

conditions, compared with 28.8 percent in Los Angeles, 20.5 percent in El Paso, 

15.1 percent in Newark , and 25.8 percent in Miami. Other cities have lesser 

degrees of overcrowding: For example, only 8 percent of families in 

Philadelphia live in overcrowded conditions, 5.9 percent in Seattle, 2.9 percent 

in Buffalo, and 5.9 percent in Minneapolis. 

 More troubling is the lack of indoor plumbing for 620,000 families 

in the United States. As might be expected, this is not a randomly 

distributed phenomenon: While only 0.8 percent of the housing units 

occupied by people living above the poverty threshold are without plumbing, 

2.4 percent of those occupied by low-income residents are without plumbing. 

In another comparison, only 0.7 percent of those families renting uncrowded 

housing units in central cities (i.e., one or fewer people per room) are 

without indoor plumbing, compared with 2.4 percent of families renting 

overcrowded housing units (i.e., 1.01-1.5 persons per room) and 3.3 percent 

of those families renting severely overcrowded units (i.e., more than 1.5 

people per room). Nearly 4 percent of residential units housing lowincome 

families have exposed wiring, compared with only 2 percent of residences 

housing those living above the poverty line (Grall 1994). When these and 

other housing deficiencies are considered together, 22 percent of blacks live 

in inadequate housing units, compared with 7 percent of whites (Clay 1992). 

 

 Health. The lack of sufficient—or for the homeless, any—shelter is 

not the only health hazard faced by the poor. Robert Green (1977, 247) 

describes the reality of poverty this way: 

 

Poverty is protecting your baby from rodents, eating Argo laundry starch 

straight from the box, knowing chronic tuberculosis, accepting the 

neighborhood psychotic ("He's just crazy"), waiting and more waiting for 

health care in the clinic, tolerating painful tooth decay, feeling the clutches of 

death come early, filling out interminable forms, being denied medical 

treatment unless a magic insurance card or money is apparent, living in life-
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threatening housing, learning the virtues and limitations of home remedies, 

being jobless and without health insurance (or being unable to afford the 

deductible), feeling the lack of respect from professionals, praying that your 

children will somehow survive and face a better world. 

 

A number of statistics attest to his conclusions. For example, blacks lose 13 

percent more days to disabilities each year than whites, and people with 

low incomes lose over 170 percent more days than those with higher 

incomes.8  As another example, blacks and whites see physicians at 

approximately equal rates, but whites visit dentists 80 percent more frequently 

than blacks. Even in the case of physician contact, different patterns emerge 

for blacks and whites. For whites, 59 percent of all contacts with physicians 

are through office visits, with another 14 percent through phone consultation. 

For blacks, less than 50 percent of all contact is through office visits, and 

only 8 percent is through phone consultation. Instead, 23.5 percent of all 

contact is in emergency rooms (compared to only 13 percent for whites), 

where individuals are treated either for accidents or for acute emergencies 

that might have been prevented through regular visits to physicians' offices. 

 

Table 15.2   Health Status by Income, 1986-1992 

 Family Income Risk Factor 

 <$10,000 >$35,000 

Health Indicator 

 Hypertension 24.8a  5.2a 4.77 

 Congenital heart failure   9.3   4.8 l.94 

 Asthma 57.2 40.6 1.41 

 Emphysema 20.2   3.9 5.18 

 Ulcer 27.4 13.4 2.04 

 Blindness or other visual impediment 47.1 29.0 1.62 

 Mental retardation 10.8   2.8 3.86 

 Arthritis 225.3 84.8 2.66 

 Anemia 26.5 11.5 2.30 

 Infant mortalityb 13.5   8.3 1.63 

SOURCE: Infant mortality statistics are taken from Centers for Disease Control, Morbidity and Mortality 

Weekly Reports, Dec. 15, 1995; all other statistics are from the Collins (1993). 

a. All statistics are rates per 1,000 people 

b. Infant mortality rates are calculated for people below and above the poverty line rather than for people with 

incomes below $10,000 and above $35,000 

 

 These discrepancies are epitomized by morbidity and mortality rates. 

For example, asthma rates are twice as high among youths living in inner 

cities than among those living outside inner-city locales; this may be due to 

the higher prevalence of cockroach infestations in inner-city dwellings 

(Tuscaloosa News, June 9, 1996). Prevalence of chronic and infectious 

diseases among blacks is considerably higher than among whites. For 

example, blacks are 5.8 times more likely to have HIVIAIDS and 8.1 times 

more likely to have tuberculosis than are whites (Plepys and Klein 1995), 
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and blacks are 27 percent more likely to have hypertension than are whites.9  

Cancer survival rates (five years) are 37 percent higher for whites than for 

blacks. Low birthweight babies are 127 percent more common among 

blacks than among whites, and infant mortality rates are 143 percent higher. 

Diagnosis of schizophrenia is 4.2 times higher for blacks than for whites, 

and 4 3 times higher for those in the lowest quartile of SES than in the 

highest quartile. Chronic diseases of all types are higher for those living in 

poverty than for those with higher incomes (Collins 1993, Adler et al. 1993); 

table 15.2 shows prevalence rates for several chronic diseases. Overall life 

expectancy for white males is 8.3 years longer than for black males and 5.9 

years longer for white females than for black females (U.S. Department of 

Health and Human Services 1990, 1991). 

 Disease is not the only threat to the health and well-being of those 

living in poverty. They are also especially vulnerable to human predators. 

For example, people with low family incomes (i.e., under $7,500 per year) 

are 2.3 times more likely to be victims of violent crimes than are people 

with high family incomes (greater than $75,000 per year); low-income 

people are also 2.8 times more likely to be robbed than are high-income 

people (Perkins et al. 1996). Crime in the United States tends to be 

committed by the poor (32.7 percent of prison inmates were unemployed at 

the time of their arrest; 41.8 percent had not completed high school). This, 

combined with the previous statistics, leads to the conclusion that crime in 

large cities tends to be committed by the poor against the poor. 

 

The Concentration of Poverty and Growth of the 

Underclass 
 

Just as important as the poverty rate in urban America is the intensity of 

poverty, which has increased dramatically over the past two decades. In 1977, 

3.5 percent of the U.S. population lived below 50 percent of the poverty 

threshold (these are the poorest of the poor); by 1992, this had increased to 

5.9 percent.10  The growth of extreme poverty during this period was 

particularly pronounced among blacks, increasing from 9.3 percent in 1977 

to 16.3 percent in 1992. Table 15.3 shows this growth in extreme poverty. 

But what is less obvious and more troubling for cities is that poverty has 

become concentrated in what have been called underclass or ghetto 

neighborhoods. The number of people living in extreme poverty areas (i.e., 

over 40 percent of residents live in poverty) grew from 3.8 million in 1970 

to 5.6 million in 1980, an increase of 47 percent (Ricketts and Mincy 1988, 

cited in Mincy 1994). This growth was particularly pronounced in large 

cities, with increases of 256 percent in New York and 161 percent in 

Philadelphia (Jargowsky and Bane 1991). Between 1980 and 1990, this 
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ghetto population increased by another 36 percent. During the period between 

1980 and 1990, the number of ghetto census tracts increased by 54 percent 

(Jargowsky 1994). 

 

Table 15.3 Changing Rates of Extreme Poverty for Whites and Blacks, 1977-1992 

 Whites Blacks 

 1977 1992 1977 1992 

Below 50% of poverty level 2.68%   4.29%    9.35% 16.32% 

51%-100% of poverty level 6.18%   7.29%   21.92% 16.93% 

Total below 100% of poverty level 8.86% 11.58%   31.27% 33.25% 
 

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Commerce (1977, 1992). 

 

 Explanations for the Growth of Ghetto Poverty 
 

The growth in ghetto poverty has occurred most rapidly among blacks, and 

it is at least partially the result of two factors: decreasing employability of 

unskilled blacks living in the inner city and the migration of skilled blacks 

out of the inner city. 

 

 Employment and employability. Harrison and Bluestone (1988) 

document the loss of good-paying manufacturing jobs in central cities across 

America and the emergence of an unskilled labor force whose members 

qualify for only low-paying jobs in the service sector of the economy. In 

many inner-city neighborhoods, the unemployment rate for young black 

males is as high as 15 percent (that is, 15 percent of those seeking 

employment are without jobs); but, in addition, a substantial number of young 

black males are no longer looking for employment,11 bringing the effective 

unemployed rate to over 60 percent in some areas (Jargowsky and Bane 

1990, Kasarda 1992, Wilson 1996).12 

 

 Outmigration of middle-income blacks. The declining employment 

opportunities for unskilled blacks living in inner-city neighborhoods has been 

accompanied by another significant development: the migration of middle-

income blacks from those neighborhoods to the suburbs. Between 1960 and 

1980, the percentage of blacks living in suburban areas surrounding the 

nation’s largest cities nearly doubled (Hirsch 1993, Farley 1987). But as the 

more skilled, better educated, and more affluent blacks have moved out of 

the inner city, they have left behind an increasingly concentrated black 

underclass that has no means of escape (Gramlich and Laren 1991, Jargowsky 

1991, both cited in Mincy 1994). 

 Unfortunately, as poverty becomes increasingly concentrated, 

behaviors and attitudes that would have been seen as aberrant in 

economically mixed areas have become socially accepted and much more 
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likely to be adopted (Wilson 1987). Just as important, the social support 

systems that had been available in economically mixed areas have weakened 

as inner-city residents increasingly have their own concerns to worry about. 

Finally, the sense of community that had so much characterized black inner-

city neighborhoods and that was largely promoted by those most able to 

reach ou t to others has become undermined as these individuals moved 

away. They left behind a group of people whose main concern was survival 

rather than neighborliness.13 All of these factors combine to exacerbate the 

effects of concentrated poverty and the entrenchment of underclass enclaves 

in inner cities.14 These effects are strikingly apparent. Poor youths living in 

impoverished neighborhoods are more likely to drop out of school and/or get 

pregnant than poor youths living in non-poverty neighborhoods. (e.g., Crane 

1991; Hogan et al. 1985; Corcoran et al. 1987, cited in Ellwood 1994). 

Other, even more troubling behaviors have also become part and parcel of 

life in underclass neighborhoods. These include drug use and drug dealing, 

violence, and welfare dependence. We will turn to these behaviors shortly, 

but first we must come to closure on a definition of what it means to be 

part of the underclass. 

 

 Definitions of the Underclass 
 

Although concern about the underclass is at the heart of much of the 

current discussion about the future of cities, there is no single agreed-upon 

definition of what "underclass" means or of what those of the underclass do 

that prompts them to be labeled as such. Paul Peterson (1991, 3) discussed 

the origins and meanings of the term underclass15 and why it invokes so 

much passion among those on both sides of the political spectrum. 

 

The term is powerful because it calls attention to the conjunction between 

the characters of individuals and the impersonal forces of the larger social 

and political order. "Class" is the least interesting half of the word. 

Although it implies a relationship between one social group and another, 

the terms of that relationship are left undefined until combined with the 

familiar word "under." This transformation of a preposition into an adjective 

has none of the sturdiness of "working," the banality of "middle," or the 

remoteness of "upper." Instead, "under" suggests the lowly, passive, and 

submissive, yet at the same time the disreputable, dangerous, disruptive, dark, 

evil, and even hellish. And apart from these personal attributes, it suggests 

subjection, subordination, and deprivation. 

 

Apart from its emotional content, the definition of underclass has important 

implications for how big a problem it presents for cities. Definitions of the 

underclass range from inclusive to exclusive. At the inclusive end, some 

define the underclass as those living in poverty,16  those living in high-
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poverty areas, or low-income people living in high-poverty areas (Littman 

1991). At a somewhat less-inclusive level, Van Haitsma (1989) defines the 

underclass as those persons who are weakly connected to the formal labor 

force. At the other extreme are definitions based predominantly on 

behavioral or motivational considerations. For example, Ricketts and Sawhill 

(1988) define the underclass as able-bodied individuals whose behavior 

departs from mainstream norms such as attending school, delaying parenting 

until adulthood, working at a regular job, and obeying the law. And Murray 

(1990) views the underclass as a subset of the poor who chronically live off 

mainstream society (through welfare or crime) without participating in it. 

They take jobs only sporadically (if at all), do not share responsibility for 

the social or physical upkeep of the neighborhoods they live in, shirk the 

responsibilities of fatherhood and are indifferent (or incompetent) mothers. 

 Which definition we choose has important implications for the way 

we estimate the size of the underclass population living in the United States. 

If we consider those people living below the poverty level, the underclass 

population in the United States is very large—nearly 37 million. The number 

is also large if we consider those people who reside in low-income 

neighborhoods; using this criterion, the underclass consists of over 41 million 

people (Littman 1991). A more restrictive estimate, based on persons in 

families with persistently low incomes and headed by a person with limited 

education who worked less than three-quarters of the year, puts the 

underclass population at 8.1 million people (Reischauer 1987, cited in Mincy 

1994). A definition that considers only poor people living in poverty areas 

puts the underclass population at between 1.6 million (Bane and Jargowsky 

1988, cited in Mincy 1994) and 11.6 million (Littman 1991), depending on 

how strictly a poverty area is defined.17  A still more restrictive definition, 

which considers all poor residents of neighborhoods with high levels of 

female-headed households, high school dropouts, welfare dependency, and 

men not regularly in the labor force puts the underclass population at 1.1 

million (Ricketts and Sawhill 1988). 

 For our purposes, we will consider the underclass to consist of poor 

people who live in high poverty neighborhoods (sometimes referred to as 

ghetto neighborhoods).18 Many of these people exhibit the characteristics 

included in other definitions (e.g., welfare dependence). But even if poor 

people living in ghetto neighborhoods do not themselves exhibit underclass 

attitudes and behaviors, they cannot help but be affected by their neighbors. 

 

 Race and Class 
 

Earlier in this chapter, we noted that poverty and race overlap considerably, 

so it should not be surprising to find that class and race do as well. Not 



The Urban Web 

 
12 

only do blacks and Hispanics tend to be economically impoverished, but they 

also tend to be least able to escape from the inner-city neighborhoods where 

crime, drug use, violence, and other underclass behaviors are rampant. In 

fact, the infrequency with which we find whites living in ghetto neighborhoods 

makes it tempting to conclude that there may be something about race 

beyond mere racism in the larger society that leads to the concentration of 

poor blacks and Hispanics in these areas. But this view can be dismissed 

based on data from recent studies of blacks and whites living in inner-city 

ghettos. 

 One of the most important of these is an ethnographic analysis of 

Clarendon Heights, a public housing development located in an inner city 

(MacLeod 1987). But unlike most other urban public housing developments, 

approximately 65 percent of Clarendon Heights' residents are white, 25 

percent are black, and 10 percent are other minorities. And like the racial 

distribution itself, the behaviors of blacks and whites living in Clarendon 

Heights defy racial stereotypes. The Hallway Hangers were a loosely 

organized gang of white boys who derived their name from their proclivity 

to "hang out" in the dark hallway of Clarendon Heights. While hanging in 

the halls, these boys regularly drank alcohol in large quantities and used 

drugs; most had dropped out of school, and several had spent time in jail. All 

were regularly involved in fights; in fact, status within the gang was 

determined largely by fighting ability. And all of the Hallway Hangers had 

a dim view of their future and were despondent about their prospects for 

social mobility. In contrast, the Brothers were a loosely affiliated gang of 

blacks who largely accommodated themselves to accepted standards of 

behavior. The Brothers attended high school on a regular basis. None of 

them smoked cigarettes, drank regularly, or used drugs. None had been 

arrested. And for the most part, they found it expedient to walk away from a 

street fight before it exploded into violence. 

 This study (and others)19 suggest that race, per se, cannot account 

for underclass behaviors. The Hallway Hangers and the Brothers came from 

similar backgrounds and lived in similar circumstances; yet, one group 

adhered to social norms of behavior, while the other deviated from those 

norms. In this case, it was the white boys who deviated; in other cases, it may 

be blacks who do. But in most cases, when wide-scale social deviance 

occurs, those involved live in the midst of concentrated poverty; and this 

concentration of poverty is a far more consistent explanatory factor than is 

race. Just as important, a considerable majority of blacks in the inner city look 

upon those engaging in underclass behaviors with as much disfavor as 

suburban middle class whites do (Devine and Wright 1993). 
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 Underclass Behaviors and Their Impact on City Life 
 

 Violence. Physical violence is a concern for people living in ghetto 

neighborhoods, with black males at highest risk. Nationally, one in every 

twenty-seven black males can expect to be murdered (Prothrow-Stith 1991). 

Within the nation's large cities, this figure may increase to one in twelve; 

and within some ghetto neighborhoods, it may increase to as high as one in 

nine.20 In some public housing developments, virtually all children have had 

a first-hand encounter with a shooting by the age of five (Novello 1991), and 

in an inner-city Baltimore neighborhood, 24 percent of teens had witnessed a 

murder (Zinsmeister 1990). In some Chicago schools, 33 percent of all 

students report that they have carried a weapon, and in Baltimore, half of all 

high school males report having carried a gun to school (Holinger et al. 

1994). Between 1980 and 1988, violent crime in Washington, D.C., ghetto 

neighborhoods increased at a rate that was almost five times higher than in 

other neighborhoods (Peterson and Harrell 1992). 

 The impact of inner-city violence on those living in its midst can 

be devastating (see Kotlowitz, 1991, and Canada, 1995, for particularly 

poignant discussions). Alex Kotlowitz chronicled the lives of members of 

the Rivers family, who lived in Chicago's Henry Horner Homes, a public 

housing development on the city's West Side. 

 

During the summer of 1987, when drugs a nd the accompanying violence 

swept through the neighborhood, [LaJoe Rivers] lived in daily fear that 

something might happen to her young ones. Though she would never say 

as much, she worried that they might not make it to their eighteenth 

birthday. Too many hadn't. Already that year, fifty-seven children had been 

killed in the city. Five had died in the Horner area, including two, aged 

eight and six, who died from smoke inhalation when firefighters had to climb 

the fourteen stories to their apartment. Both of the building's elevators 

were broken. Lafeyette and Pharoah [her sons, aged twelve and nine] knew 

of more funerals than weddings. So that summer, LaJoe wanted to prepare 

for the worst. She started paying $80 a month for burial insurance for 

Lafeyette and Pharoah and the four-year-old triplets. (p. 17). 

 

 While one type of inner city violence is random (as when two 

youths get into a fight and one has a gun), another is organized. This 

organized violence, perpetuated by street gangs, tends to be much more 

insidious and deadly. Anyone who reads the newspaper regularly, and 

particularly those who have watched the movie Boyz 'n the Hood, know about 

the Bloods and the Crips and how they have devastated neighborhoods in 

south central Los Angeles; but gangs are active in Chicago, St. Louis, 

Seattle, and most other large cities as well. During the 1970s, gang warfare 

was the leading cause of death for Chicano adolescents (Moore 1993), and 
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since 1980 an average of sixty-five gang-related homicides were recorded by 

the Chicago Police Department each year (Hutchison and Kyle 1993).21 Most 

gangs have a number of neighborhood "sets" in each large city; for 

example, by the early 1990s there were thirty-eight known Blood sets and 

fifty-seven Crip sets operating in Los Angeles (Bing 1991). Each set wanted 

to match or outdo other sets in standing up for the gang name. For many 

sets, this meant increasing the rate and intensity of violence, for example, 

with violence directed at bystanders during drive-by shootings in rival gang 

neighborhoods. After decades of escalation, lethal intergang violence in East 

Los Angeles began to decline in the 1980s—perhaps because gangs whose 

members are regularly killed have trouble recruiting new members, even 

among the most ambitiously rowdy youngsters (Moore 1993). 

 

 Drugs. Drugs are another concern of those living in ghetto 

neighborhoods; drug-related arrest rates in these neighborhoods are literally 

soaring. During the 1980s, drug-related arrests in Washington, D.C., ghetto 

neighborhoods increased at a rate six times faster than in the rest of the 

city, and in Cleveland's ghetto neighborhoods, the arrest rate increased 

twenty-two times faster than in other neighborhoods (Wiener and Mincy 

1991, cited in Peterson and Harrel 1992). Although differential police 

enforcement policies, especially toward drug use, may explain part of these 

differences in the neighborhood arrest rates, there seems little doubt that 

drug use and drug-related crimes in most cities have grown at a faster rate 

in ghetto areas than in other areas (Peterson and Harrel 1992). 

 Drug dealers have become an increasingly prominent part of life in 

ghetto neighborhoods. Fagan (1992) found that nearly ten percent of male 

youths in three cities he studied had sold drugs in the previous year; 

among gang members, the rate was 25 percent. Case and Katz (1990, cited 

in Fagan 1992) found that 12 percent of the African-American males in 

Boston sold drugs during the previous year; the rate for white youths was 18 

percent. Reuter and his associates (1990) estimated that in Washington, D.C., 

one in six African-American males between the ages of eighteen and twenty 

was arrested for dealing drugs; actual rates for dealing drugs were probably 

far greater. 

 Part of the reason for increasing drug use among the underclass is a 

general change in the availability of different types of drugs. In the 1950s 

and the 1960s, cocaine was known as an expensive upper-class drug, one used 

by avant-garde artists, poets, writers, and musicians, and by members of the 

medical profession. Around 1982, however, cocaine users began smoking 

freebase, cocaine with the hydrochloride removed to form a rock-like 

substance. More important, around this time crack cocaine began to 

dominate the illicit drug markets in most inner-city neighborhoods.22 This 
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occurred primarily because coca leaf production in Latin American countries 

increased dramatically beginning in 1980, allowing both greater purity of the 

imported cocaine at a substantially lower price. Between 1979 and 1989, 

cocaine shipments smuggled into the United States increased from 50 tons 

a year to 200 tons a year (Williams 1992). An explosion of crack use began 

in 1984-85. What makes the crack epidemic so destructive for ghetto 

neighborhoods is crack's addictiveness. Crack addicts will go to almost any 

length to satisfy their craving (e.g., Vanderstaay 1992), with theft and 

prostitution the most common means for supporting a crack habit. In fact, 

crack has indirectly led to an increase in homelessness as parents are forced 

to put their teenage children out of the house for stealing and selling family 

possessions to buy the drug. Women are a prominent minority in the crack-

using population, and they face a substantial risk of bearing crack babies; 

crack is also a factor in many child neglect cases (Inciardi et al. 1993). 

 

 Sexuality, pregnancy, and parenting. The statistics on sexual 

behavior and pregnancy among inner-city adolescents paint an alarming 

picture. Nationally, adolescents (particularly blacks) are becoming sexually 

active at an early age (Hofferth and Hayes 1987). However, poverty is an 

important predictor of early onset of sexual activity (Randolph and Gesche 

1986); sexual activity is highest among adolescents (particularly blacks) living 

in ghetto neighborhoods. Zabin and her associates (1986) reported that by 

ninth grade, 92 percent of the boys and 54 percent of the girls in an inner-

city Baltimore school were sexually active. 

 These high levels of sexual activity are alarming; but when 

combined with low rates of contraception, particularly among younger 

adolescents (Zelnik and Shah 1983), they produce an epidemic of early 

pregnancies. Among all girls who turned fourteen in 1990, 40 percent could 

expect to become pregnant during their teenage years (Winett et al. 1989). 

Among blacks living in inner cities, the trend is even more pronounced, with 

approximately 15 percent of these girls becoming pregnant each year (Kirby 

et al. 1991); as a result, 62 percent of African-American children are born to 

unmarried mothers (Jencks 1991), up from 23 percent in 1960.23 

 Indeed, marriage has largely disappeared as a meaningful option 

among poor blacks—a fact that Wilson (1987) cites for the growth of the 

underclass in recent years. Relationships within marriage are not important or 

reliable bases for family life and childbearing, and inner-city blacks are 

often suspicious of the intentions of the opposite sex (Massey and Denton 

1993). As a result, childbearing for inner-city blacks has become increasingly 

disconnected from marriage. For girls, it signals a rite of passage to 

adulthood and validates their worth and standing among peers. In the 

absence of conventional avenues of work and family, young black men and 
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women have increasingly turned for gratification to sex, the one commodity 

that reliably lies within their reach (Anderson 1990). Even when marriage 

does occur, divorce rates tend to be higher among those living in poverty 

(which is itself an important source of marital strain). Taken together, these 

factors result in high levels of female-headed households among the 

underclass. This potentially leads to a perpetuation of the underclass, with 

children raised in singleparent families more likely to engage in risk 

behaviors (e.g., dropping out of school, using drugs, becoming sexually 

active at an early age) and to live in poverty as adults than are children 

raised in two-parent families (see Kelso 1994 for a review).24  

 

 Welfare dependency. Given the political debate that has surrounded 

welfare reform during the mid 1990s, there is perhaps no other underclass 

behavior that is as emotionally charged as welfare dependency. At the heart 

of the debate are two important questions: (1) How many welfare recipients 

have passed the point of using welfare to get back on their feet and have 

become dependent on it? and (2) Does welfare, by its very nature, make 

people dependent on it? Each of these questions has generated substantial 

literature (although it is not our intention to suggest a definitive answer to 

them, it will be useful to summarize this literature). 

 The first question involves the meaning and extent of welfare 

dependency. By most accounts, someone who receives welfare for less than a 

year is not welfare dependent; just as certainly, however, someone who has 

been on welfare for more than ten years is dependent on welfare. The exact 

point where welfare ceases to be a safety net and becomes a way of life is 

difficult to ascertain. Accordingly, it is difficult to assert how large a problem 

welfare dependency really is and whether it is growing over time.25 

 The second question asks whether welfare, by its very nature, 

makes people dependent on it. Several critics, epitomized by Charles Murray 

(1984), argue that the growth of the welfare state is the primary reason for the 

breakup of underclass families. When men receive minimal earnings, the 

lure of welfare benefits may encourage women to establish their own 

households; thus, welfare provides the opportunity for women to divorce 

their husbands. Murray supports this argument by showing that increases in 

family dissolution since the early 1970s parallel increases in welfare during 

that same period. However, further analyses (e.g., Wilson 1987) cast doubt 

on this conclusion. 

 An equally important aspect of this question is whether welfare 

keeps people out of the labor force. While it is certainly true that many 

welfare recipients are better off economically than they would be if they 

earned minimum wage,26 there is less evidence of and agreement about 

whether welfare erodes their work ethic. On the one hand, Mead (1986) 
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argues that "work is normative for the poor, but it is not something that they 

feel they must do, whatever the personal cost....The work ethic for the 

disadvantaged appears to represent a morality of aspiration but not of duty." 

In contrast, however, Goodwin (1983) reports data showing that "acceptance or 

rejection of the idea of welfare or work has no effect on the achievement of 

economic independence by welfare recipients judged able to work. There is 

virtually no evidence that welfare dependency is caused by preference for 

welfare." 

 Whether a family can actually survive on welfare benefits or on a 

minimum-wage job, let alone attain a meaningful quality of life, further 

clouds the issue. Most observers say no. Jencks and Edin (1990) reported 

that most welfare recipients supplemented their incomes, on average doubling 

them, through a combination of illegitimate income and legitimate earnings 

they did not report.27 Other studies found that when high-paying 

employment is unavailable, young men "hustle" (e.g., Williams and Kornblum 

1985, Fagan 1992, Mincy 1994): working "off the books" for an otherwise 

legal firm; selling books, jewelry, and other items on the street; or being 

involved in petty crime and drug selling. Participation in the underground 

economy may require no less work than holding down a legitimate job and 

often requires longer hours and hard work. If so, it calls into question the 

argument that low-income wage earners and welfare recipients lack a work 

ethic. 

 Even so, there is no denying the lure that street life holds for 

many people, and this life is made possible through a welfare system that 

does not require its recipients to work. Paul Peterson (1991, 12) describes the 

street culture of the underclass: 

 

Street life in the ghetto is exhilarating—at least in the short term. In a world 

where jobs are dull, arduous, or difficult to obtain and hold, it is more fun 

to hang out, make love, listen to and tell exaggerated stories of love and 

danger, plan parties and escapades, and exhibit one's latest purchases or 

conquests. Gangs provide young people thrills, protection, mutual support, 

friendship, prestige, and enough income to allow them to buy fashionable 

clothes, alcohol, and drugs. When men cannot earn enough to support their 

families, they avoid enduring relationships with female companions. 

Women respond by becoming self-reliant, domineering, and mutually 

supportive. But without an adult male figure in the household, they are 

unable to protect their children from the alluring street life that promises 

short-term excitement, if not much hope for a prosperous future....[For 

blacks, personal disappointments and affronts can be seen] as the product 

of broad social forces—class dominance, racial prejudice and discrimination, 

cultural exclusiveness—over which they, as individuals, had little control; it 

was hopeless to fight the system; instead, one might as well rip off and 

enjoy as big a piece as one could. 
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The situation easily becomes a self-fulfilling prophesy (cf. Ogbu 1988), with 

those more vested in the street life least able to willingly leave welfare for 

work. 

 

Underclass Populations 
 

As a way of further fleshing out the meanings that attach to the term 

underclass, we will consider in depth two underclass populations: the 

homeless and those living in public housing. Homeless people are part of 

the underclass by virtue of their weak attachment to social institutions—

including work, family, and housing. People living in public housing are part 

of the underclass by virtue of the lack of individual resources and particularly 

their residence in neighborhoods where the poverty level reaches nearly 100 

percent. Although the characteristics and circumstances of these two 

populations are described here, discussion of possible solutions to the 

problems associated with homelessness and public housing will wait until 

chapter 17. 

 

 The Homeless 
 

Former New York Governor Mario Cuomo, reporting for the 1983 Governors' 

Conference, described any attempt to enumerate the homeless as "counting 

the uncountable" (quoted in Rossi 1989, 47). The truth in this statement has 

been supported by numerous attempts to estimate the size of the homeless 

population. The late Mitch Snyder, a homeless advocate and founder of the 

CCNV shelter in Washington, D.C., placed the figure at a million in the late 

1970s. However, he derived this estimate in a rather unscientific manner: 

"We. got on the phone, we made a lot of calls, we talked to a lot of people" 

(interview with Ted Koppel, quoted in Jencks 1994, 2). Snyder went on to 

say that this estimate "has no meaning, no value." But it has considerable 

political value, and based on this estimate homelessness found its way onto 

the public agenda. Perhaps as a way of ensuring that it remained there, 

subsequent estimates by homeless advocates were even higher, reaching 

between 2 million and 3 million (Hombs and Snyder 1982). The Reagan 

administration, embarrassed by the magnitude of these estimates, asked the 

Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) to derive its own 

estimates. The HUD study (also based on a flawed methodology) concluded 

that there were only 250,000 to 350,000 homeless people in the United 

States (U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development 1984). Since 

then, some of the rhetoric has died down, and most current estimates of 

homelessness (see Burt 1992 for a review) hover between 500,000 and 750,000 

on any given night. 
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 Definitions of homelessness. Definitions of homelessness vary, and the 

magnitude of the problem depends on whether a broad or a narrow definition 

is adopted. Rossi (1989, 10-11) suggests the difficulty of reaching consensus 

on a definition: 

 

Homelessness, at its core, means not having customary and regular access to 

a conventional dwelling; it mainly applies to those who do not rent or own 

a residence....The ambiguities of homelessness center on two critical 

components of the definition given above: What is a "conventional 

dwelling"? And what is "customary and regular access"? Conventional 

dwellings surely include apartments, houses, and mobile homes in a mobile 

home park, but does the concept include hotel rooms…, rented rooms in 

private dwellings, beds in dormitory-like accommodations, cars, trucks, vans, 

tents, or shacks made of scrap materials? Similarly, those who own or rent 

their own homes surely have "customary and regular access,'' as do current 

members of a household in which someone owns or rents a home. But 

what about someone who has been given temporary permission to share a 

conventional dwelling? What period constitutes "temporary"? 

 

 Virtually all studies of homelessness include people staying on the 

streets, in parks, in abandoned buildings, and in shelters; however, most 

exclude people staying doubled up with family or friends, in rooming houses, 

or in hotels (see Rossi, 1989, and Burt, 1992, for further discussions of 

definitional and methodological issues). These exclusions (particularly people 

living doubled up with family and friends) are based primarily on the 

difficulty of actually counting these individuals rather than on a philosophical 

or moral judgment that they are not homeless. 

 Beyond definitional problems, the causes and consequences of 

homelessness are not easily assessed. Contrary to what might be imagined, 

homeless people experience considerable transience in their living 

arrangements over the course of a year. One study of homelessness (Bolland 

and McCallum 1995a) showed that among males who spent the previous 

night sleeping on the street, 46 percent spent at least some time living with 

their family since becoming homeless; 57 percent stayed with friends; 63 

percent stayed in motels; 88 percent stayed in missions or shelters; and 52 

percent spent some time in jail. Thus, the overwhelming majority move onto 

and off of the streets, stopping in a shelter here or a motel there, spending the 

odd night (or week) with family or friends, perhaps even getting their own 

place for a while, and maybe doing some time in jail along the way. A person 

who sleeps on the streets today will probably not be there next week but 

may resurface next month. Thus, the number of people who are homeless on 

any given night is a far cry from the number who may be homeless over the 

course of a year or at some point during their lifetime.28  
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 Characteristics of the homeless. Not all homeless people arrive at 

homelessness via the same path. Many women and their children have become 

homeless because of domestic violence; for most of them, time in a domestic 

violence shelter coupled with counseling and vocational training will allow 

them to move into a new home. Some people become homeless when they 

lose their jobs; but these casualties of economic displacement usually get 

back on their feet in short order with the help of shelters, vocational 

counseling, and sometimes vocational training.29 A third group of people 

become homeless due to mental illness, substance abuse, adjustment 

problems, or lack of coping skills; these tend to be overwhelmingly men, 

and their homelessness is likely to last a considerable length of time. Just as 

we do not know how many people are homeless on any given night, we also 

do not know what percentage of the homeless population arrived at their 

homeless state due to domestic violence, economic displacement, or other 

causes. Most likely, however, the vast majority of homeless people are 

homeless for a short time before recovering. But even though they may be a 

small minority of the overall homeless population in the United States, the 

chronic homeless are those we typically think of when we consider 

homelessness, and they have come to personify the underclass and dominate 

the policy debate. 

 A study of homeless people in Mobile, Alabama, sheds some light 

on the characteristics of chronically homeless people (Bolland and McCallum 

1995a). The typical chronically homeless person in Mobile is a male in his 

late thirties (see table 15.4) and African American.30 Contrary to popular 

perceptions that the homeless are geographically transient, the typical 

chronically homeless person in Mobile has roots in the city; nearly 40 

percent were born there, and many others have some connection to the city. 

Even more revealing, the chronically homeless person has been a resident of 

the city for ten years (much of that time living in a housed situation), longer 

than many of its housed residents. 
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Table 15.4   Characteristics of Chronically Homeless Men Living in Mobile, Alabamaa 

Background and Demographics 

 Median age 38.0 years 

 Percent African American 54.9 

 Percent born in Mobile 37.8 

 Percent who had family or friends in Mobile before becoming homeless 10.7 

 Median length of residence in Mobile 10.0 years 

 Percent high school graduates 41.3 

 Percent currently married 16.0 

 Percent ever married 61.3 

 Percent with children 61.3 

 

Mental Health and Substance Abuse  

   Percent with symptoms of mental illness 30.0 

 Percent with symptoms of clinical depression 61.4 

 Percent who have tried to kill themselves 17.3 

 Percent who have abused alcohol or drugs at some time 86.7 

 Percent who currently abuse alcohol or drugs 69.3 

 

Physical Health 

 Percent who are hypertensive 18.9 

 Percent who are epileptic or diabetic, or who have tuberculosis 17.3 

 Percent who suffer from upper respiratory distress 48.0 

 Percent who suffer from gastrointestinal distress 20.0 

 

Other 

 Percent who have eaten food during past year that had been thrown away 57.3 

 Percent who have been a victim of a crime during the past year 52.0 

 Percent who have been physically assaulted during the past year 29.3 

SOURCE: Bolland and McCallum (1995a). 

a. Statistics are based on a sample of 75 chronically homeless men interviewed in 1994. 

 

The politics of homelessness led many city leaders to argue that the city 

will, of course, take care of its own residents but that it should not have to 

take care of homeless people who flock there from afar to take advantage 

of its climate or services (and thus infringe on its hospitality). The 

implication is that most of the homeless who hang out in a city are transients 

from somewhere else. But the reality is that most of the homeless people in 

any city were born there, grew up there, lived there before becoming 

homeless, or have friends or relatives there; in short, they do belong there. 

 Most homeless people are only loosely connected to the social 

institutions of American society, but this disconnectedness largely predates 

their homelessness. Most dropped out of school before graduating. But 

although they lack a formal education, they do not necessarily lack 

intelligence: They could not survive on the streets if they were not smart. 

The vast majority are unmarried, but while many are divorced or separated, a 

large percentage have never married. Over 60 percent of Mobile's chronically 

homeless men have children; among these, nearly half have little or no 

contact with their children. Most of the chronically homeless men have had 
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at least one good-paying job at some point in their lives; in fact, their 

incomes from these jobs were comparable to what the typical male resident 

of Mobile earns. Many homeless people have gone through a succession of 

these jobs; in almost all cases, they lost these jobs before becoming homeless. 

 As is often common with this type of disaffiliation, homeless people 

tend to have high rates of mental illness, depression, and alcohol and drug 

dependence. While a case could be made that homelessness would exacerbate 

these conditions for almost anyone (and cause them in some), the more likely 

scenario is that they predate episodes of homelessness. National estimates 

hold that a third of homeless people are mentally ill; results from Mobile are 

comparable. More important, however, over 60 percent of the chronically 

homeless showed symptoms of clinical depression, and nearly one-fifth report 

that they have attempted to kill themselves at some point in their lives. 

Substance abuse is rampant: nearly all have abused drugs or alcohol at some 

point in their lives, and nearly 70 percent were doing so at the time of the 

study. Sizeable minorities of the chronically homeless population suffer from 

hypertension, epilepsy, diabetes, tuberculosis, upper respiratory distress, and 

gastrointestinal distress. Over half occasionally eat food that has been thrown 

away ("dumpster diving," in the vernacular of the homeless); and over half 

have been the victim of some type of crime during the past year, with nearly 

one-third having been physically assaulted. 

 

 Causes of homelessness. If this is the reality of chronic homelessness, 

what are its causes? Explanations can be divided into two groups: macro 

explanations tied to societal trends and micro explanations tied to the 

circumstances of individual homeless people. At the macro level, four 

explanations have been advanced for the rise of homelessness during the 

1970s and its continued growth into the 1990s: deinstitutionalization of the 

mentally ill, begun during the 1960s; postindustrial marginalization of the 

poor; dismantling the welfare state, particularly under the Reagan and Bush 

administrations; and destruction of low-cost housing during urban renewal. 

The deinstitutionalization explanation is perhaps the most popular, for it has 

a prima facie logic: As the patient census in state mental hospitals declined by 

over 400,000 people between 1955 and 1984, the number of mentally ill 

homeless people rose and may exceed 250,000 today. Yet, as obvious as this 

correlation may appear on its surface, it receives little empirical support. The 

National Institute for Mental Health, in its 1990 report to Congress, concluded 

that deinstitutionalization played a relatively minor role in the growth of 

homelessness (Blau 1992). The numbers just do not add up. Whereas most of 

the deinstitutionalization occurred by 1975, the rapid growth of homelessness 

did not occur until a decade later, and it included mostly younger people who 

had never been in a mental hospital.31  
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 The postindustrial marginalization explanation is more valid: As the 

number of good-paying jobs requiring unskilled labor decreases, more and 

more unskilled and undereducated people will find it hard to make ends 

meet. Most low-income people obviously survive in housed situations, but 

even for them, any financial crisis (a medical emergency, a car that breaks 

down) may make them unable to pay the rent and push them over the edge 

into temporary homelessness. For example, Link and his colleagues (1995) 

report that the lifetime prevalence of homelessness for people who did not 

graduate from high school (and who presumably have few technical job 

skills) is 16.2 percent, compared to 5.9 percent for high school graduates. 

Although this explanation accounts for the increase in overall homelessness, 

it does not account for the growth in rates of chronic homelessness. 

 The third explanation, centered around the contraction of the welfare 

state, is also partially valid; but it, too, leaves more unexplained than 

explained. During the Reagan presidency, eligibility standards for Aid to 

Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) were tightened, and the federal 

AFDC caseload declined by 442,000 people. At the same time, 491,000 

people were removed from SSDI and 1 million low-income people were 

eliminated from the Food Stamp Program (Blau 1992). These cutbacks, 

coupled with declining wages for unskilled workers, would seem to place a 

substantial segment of the population at risk of becoming homeless, and it 

corresponded to the substantial increase in the homeless population during 

the 1980s. Yet, once again, temporal correspondence does not necessarily 

equate with causation. Most of these cuts affected women and children rather 

than men. And while some argue that women and children are the fastest 

growing segment of the homeless population, they account for only 17 

percent (Jencks 1994) to 27 percent (Burt 1992) of the total homeless 

population.32 Thus, even if changes in welfare policy affected each homeless 

woman and child, the overall impact would be modest. Other societal 

changes are arguably more important determinants of the growth of 

homelessness among women and children. 

 Perhaps chief among these is the growing awareness of domestic 

violence in the United States and the proliferation of shelters to house 

victims of domestic violence (e.g., Loseke 1992). Evidence from the Mobile 

study suggests that approximately 40 percent of homeless women and 

children have become homeless due to domestic violence, further negating 

the conclusion that contractions in the welfare state caused the increase in 

homelessness. 

 The fourth explanation for the rise of homelessness centers around 

the loss of low-income housing. Historically, low- and middle-income city 

residents lived in downtown areas, staying in lodging houses (furnished in a 

spartan manner and rented by the day or the week) or rooming houses 
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(furnished in a more homey manner and rented by the week or month). During 

the early years of the century, Chicago alone had over two hundred lodging 

houses (accommodating between 40,000 and 60,000 men each night) and 

2,400 rooming houses. All of these provided guests with considerable 

independence to come and go as they pleased.33 By1960, an expanding post-

World War II economy had dramatically reduced the demand for single 

room occupancy (SRO) housing. Chicago's Skid Row had a total of 9,011 

single-room units; by 1970, this number declined to 4,037, and in 1980 it 

had further declined to 2,064 (Hoch and Slayton 1989). But this decline 

between 1960 and 1980 was much less a response to a changing economy than 

to shifting demands placed on Skid Row property. In some cities, such as 

San Francisco, owners of SRO hotels began to convert their property to 

offices, apartments, condominiums, and tourist hotels. Between 1970 and 

1978, Portland, Oregon, lost 2,400 downtown housing units; downtown 

Denver lost twenty-eight of its forty-five inexpensive hotels, and San 

Francisco lost 6,085 units (Groth 1994; Ford 1994). Across the United States, 

various urban investment-disinvestment processes resulted in an average loss 

of 125,000 low-rent housing units each year between 1970 and 1980. 

Approximately half of the 2 million SRO units in existence in 1970 were 

razed, abandoned, or gentrified. Another million low-rent units were lost 

between 1980 and 1988 (Feagin and Parker 1990). Previous occupants of 

these rooms were left to fend for themselves, often on the streets; and many 

young people with low-paying jobs who might have stayed in SROs in times 

past joined the ranks of the homeless. 

 At the micro level, relatively little concrete information exists on 

causes of homelessness, due largely to the retrospective nature of most 

studies of homelessness. Bolland and McCallum (1995a, 88-89) speculate as 

follows: 

 

We believe that for many chronically homeless people, vulnerability to 

homelessness can be traced back to childhood experiences. Homeless 

people …in Mobile have an average of 4.84 brothers and sisters, indicating 

that they grew up in quite large families. Many indicated anecdotally that 

they grew up in poverty; and many also suggested that they were abused 

(physically, sexually, or psychologically) as children. Over 50 percent 

indicate that their childhood memories were either mixed or mostly 

unhappy. Thus, the situation in which many homeless people grew up was 

not one that led to their being nurtured; even a caring parent, raising a 

large family in the face of poverty, would not have had the time or the 

ability to provide a nurturing environment. Many of the homeless grew up in 

an era when they experienced pressure to experiment with drugs; and violence 

was beginning to become a fact of life for many at that time as well. Granted, 

many people grew up in environments that mirrored one or more aspects 

of this portrait, and they were able to avoid becoming homeless. It is just as 
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true that some chronically homeless individuals had happy, safe, and 

nurturing childhoods. But we would argue that growing up in the presence 

of these factors increases a person's vulnerability to homelessness; and the 

fact that some people are able to overcome that vulnerability does not 

detract from its importance to others…. Many of the children who grew up 

in this type of environment never developed the personal resources to be able 

to cope with adversity. As a result, many ran away from home as they were 

growing up; and many dropped out of high school, not because they were 

not smart but because they were not able to handle the rules (and 

punishment for violating the rules)….Many went on to get good-paying jobs, 

despite their lack of education….But those jobs did not last. Relationships 

often followed the same pattern as employment: so long as the relationship 

was happy, it lasted; but when fights occurred, it fell apart. For a large 

segment of the homeless population in Mobile….relationships never 

progressed far enough to result in marriage; and many others became 

homeless when a marriage fell apart. [Many] of the literal homeless 

population in Mobile may be clinically depressed; and while much of that is 

situationally attributable to their homelessness, much of it may also have 

predated their homelessness and be tied to their lack of coping skills. 

Depression, coupled with lack of coping skills, may also be responsible for 

the relatively high rates of alcohol and drug abuse that predated their 

homelessness, or they may be exacerbated by substance abuse—or both. 

And finally, at some point these individuals lost the financial resources to 

pay the rent, and they ended up on the street. 

 

Viewed from this perspective, chronic homelessness is not a simple problem. 

 

 Public Housing Residents 

A second component of the underclass population consists of public housing 

residents, mainly by virtue of their individual poverty and their residence in 

the midst of concentrated poverty. HUD supports thirty-three hundred 

Public Housing Authorities in cities across the United States; they, in turn, 

provide subsidized housing for 10.5 million people. Most of these live in 

Section 8 or other forms of scattered-site housing; but 4.5 million live in 

public housing developments, known universally as "Projects." Overall, the 

vast majority of families living in public housing have incomes below the 

poverty line, with a 1995 median family income equal to $6,420.34 

 

 Popular conceptions of public housing: From good to bad to worse. 

Almost all public housing built during the 1950s and the early 1960s in large 

cities consisted of high-rise developments. The prevailing wisdom at the time 

held high-rise developments to be more economical to build than garden 

apartments—an assumption that later turned out to be wrong. In addition, 

proponents argued that public housing developments had to be large; 

otherwise they would be overwhelmed by the blight and disorder of their 
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surrounding physical and social environment (Halpern 1995). This concern 

seems strange today, for in many cities large public housing developments 

have become the center of inner-city slums. But the early concept of public 

housing was to house the working poor; people with no jobs, people in ill 

health, single mothers and their children, and other dependent poor were 

ineligible for many early public housing programs. In this view, public 

housing would integrate insights and expertise from architects, urban planners, 

and sociologists to create healthy communities. But residence in these 

communities was intended to be temporary; small, spartan apartments served 

as a constant reminder that public housing was not intended as a long-term 

solution (Wright 1981). 

 In sharp contrast to this concept of housing for the working class, 

real estate interests wanted public housing to be used only for the poorest 

families. They were concerned about the effects of government competition 

within the private home-buyer and rental markets, and they used their 

considerable influence to steer public housing in this direction (Atlas and 

Dreier 1992). There was also considerable uneasiness within white working-

class neighborhoods about where public housing developments would be 

located. These two factors led public housing developments in most cities 

to be sited in the heart of minority ghettos. Or if housing was constructed 

at the edge of these ghettos, it was bounded by a physical barrier such as a 

highway, railroad tracks, or a river (Halpern 1995). Thus, what was originally 

intended as a reform in housing capable of improving the quality of life of 

both its own residents and those in surrounding neighborhoods quickly 

became a threat to the quality of life of its residents and those in 

surrounding neighborhoods. And the very size and density of the public 

housing population, originally seen as the only way to make the concept 

viable, became the biggest threat to the future of public housing. 

 The media portrayal of the projects emphasized the worst of public 

housing. For example, the 1972 decision of the St. Louis Housing Authority 

to demolish Pruitt-Igoe, a set of thirty-three eleven-story buildings containing 

twenty-seven hundred apartments that had in the space of twenty years 

become largely uninhabitable, was viewed as confirmation that public 

housing was a "failed experiment." Two years earlier, Lee Rainwater (1970) 

had documented some of the more troubling aspects of Pruitt-Igoe, including 

broken glass and trash on the grounds, dangerous elevators, rodents, people 

urinating in the hallways, children running wild, robbery, and assault. Even 

though Pruitt-Igoe commanded considerable public attention, the problems that 

hastened its demolition seem tame compared with what we have witnessed 

since then in other cities, most notably in Chicago. 

 

 During the first two months in 1981, the Cabrini Green neighborhood 
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in Chicago experienced eleven homicides and thirty-seven serious 

assaults, leading Mayor Jane Byrne to move in. Along with a 

contingent of police and bodyguards, she stayed for three weeks in a 

largely symbolic move to restore order. 

 In 1994, after a truce between two rival gangs had broken down, the 

Chicago Police Department recorded more than three hundred shooting 

incidents in Robert Taylor Homes and Stateway Gardens in just four 

days; five people were wounded, and two were killed (Newsweek, April 

18, 1994; Time, April 18, 1994). 

 In a 1994 event that shocked the nation's conscience, five-year-old Eric 

Morse was lured to a vacant, fourteenth story apartment in Chicago's 

Ida B. Wells development and was dropped to his death from an open 

window by two older boys after he had refused to steal candy for them. 

(For a poignant investigation into this tragedy by two boys who grew 

up in the Ida B. Wells neighborhood, see Jones and Newman 1997.) 

 

Perhaps the most graphic depiction of Chicago's public housing is provided 

by Alex Kotlowitz in his book There Are No Children Here. He chronicles 

the coming of age of two boys, Lafeyette and Pharoah Rivers, who lived in 

Henry Horner Homes, as well as the circumstances of their mother, LaJoe, 

their brothers and sisters, and their extended family. Kotlowitz (1991, 22) 

notes that, in general, Chicago's public housing developments 

 

were constructed on the cheap. There were no lobbies to speak of, only the 

open breezeways. There was no communication system from the breezeways 

to the tenants. During the city's harsh winters, elevator cables froze; in one 

year alone the housing authority in Chicago needed to make over fifteen 

hundred repairs. And that was in just one development. The trash chutes 

within each building were too narrow to handle the garbage of all its tenants. 

The boiler system continually broke down. There were insufficient overhead 

lighting installations and wall outlets in each unit. And the medicine cabinet 

in each apartment's bathroom was not only easily removed, but was 

connected to the medicine chest in the adjoining apartment. Over the years, 

residents had been robbed, assaulted, and even murdered by people crawling 

through their medicine   cabinet. When a group of Soviet housing officials 

visited Henry Horner [Homes] in October of 1955, while it was still under 

construction, they were appalled that the walls in the apartments were of 

cinder block. Why not build plastered walls, they suggested. "We would be 

thrown off our jobs in Moscow if we left unfinished walls like this," I.K. 

Kozvilia, minister of city and urban construction in the Soviet Union, told 

local reporters. 

 

Yet, during these early years, most people moved into public housing with 

great optimism. The apartments were theirs, something that had been built 
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for them. And compared with the substandard housing they were used to, 

this was not bad at all; in fact, it almost seemed palatial. But by the 1970s, 

the Chicago Housing Authority had run out of money, and routine 

maintenance was often neglected.35 The Rivers's apartment in Henry Horner 

Homes exemplifies the situation. 

 

The apartment itself defied cleanliness. In keeping with the developers' tight-

fisted policies in building these high-rises, the Housing Authority continued 

its miserly regard for their upkeep. Maintenance was a bare minimum. The 

walls inside the home were…white cinderblock. Along with the encrusted, 

brown linoleum-tiled floor, which was worn through in many places, and the 

exposed heating pipes, which snaked through the apartment, the home at 

night resembled a dark, dank cave….The thirtyyear-old kitchen cabinets, 

constructed of thin sheet metal, had rusted through. They were pock-marked 

with holes. LaJoe organized her dishes and cookware so as to avoid having 

them fall through these ragged openings….The Housing Authority used to 

paint the apartments once every five years, but with the perennial shortage of 

money, in the 1970s it had stopped painting altogether….But the apartment's 

two bathrooms were in the worst shape of all. Neither had a window, and 

the fans atop the building, which had provided much needed air circulation, 

had been stolen. In the first bathroom, a horrible stench, suggesting raw, 

spoiled meat, periodically rose from the toilet. On such days, Lajoe and the 

family simply avoided using that bathroom. Sometimes she would pour 

ammonia in the toilet to mitigate the smell….The second bathroom housed 

the family's one bathtub. There was no shower, a luxury the children had 

never experienced. The tub doubled as a clothes washer, since the 

building's laundry was long ago abandoned and the closest one was one 

mile away. The tub's faucet couldn't be turned off. A steady stream of 

scalding hot water cascaded into the tub day and night….In the winter, 

the building's heating system stormed out of control. The apartment could 

get like a furnace, considerably hotter and drier than in the warmest days of 

summer. (Kotlowitz 1991, 27-28) 

 

In almost all of Chicago's public housing developments, what was created 

to enhance quality of life quickly became threats to quality of life. For 

example, in Robert Taylor Homes, a set of high-rise apartments that run for a 

two-mile stretch along South State Street, large grassy areas were left vacant 

to provide children with an opportunity to play in a park-like atmosphere. 

But with the growth of gangs and gang violence, these grassy areas became 

danger zones with nowhere to hide for those caught in the crossfire of gun 

battles. 

 The street culture of drugs and violence exists throughout inner 

cities, but it is often rampant in public housing neighborhoods. Kotlowitz 

describes the fear many parents have of losing their children to the streets: 
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It is not unusual for parents to lose out to the lure of the gangs and drug 

dealers. And the reasons aren't always clear. In one Horner family, a son has 

become a big drug dealer, a daughter a social worker. In another, one boy 

is in jail on a gang-related murder, another has set up a neighborhood youth 

program. Some parents simply won't let their children leave the apartment 

even to play in the playground. A common expression among the mothers at 

Horner is "He ain't my child no more." (Kotlowitz, 1991 86-87) 

 

Given these realities, it is not surprising that Camilo Jose Vergara (1989) 

described public housing as "hell in a very tall place." 

 Not all public housing is as bad as Pruitt-Igoe or Henry Horner 

Homes or Robert Taylor Homes. In fact, since the late 1960s, no more high-rise 

public housing has been constructed (Halpern 1995), and today most public 

housing consists of garden apartments that are renovated periodically and 

maintained with some frequency. In many cities, public housing developments 

are, in appearance, indistinguishable from apartment complexes. Yet, life in 

public housing is different from non-public-housing neighborhoods due to the 

concentration of poverty and to the stigma of living in public housing. This 

stigma has come largely from negative portrayals of public housing in the 

media. "Ever since the 1950s, the press, radio, and television have not 

hesitated to remind Cabrini-Green residents that the place they call home is a 

slum. The mass media has shaped the image of the Cabrini-Green 

neighborhood as much as the residents themselves" (Marciniak 1986; see also 

Henderson, 1995, for a discussion of the portrayal of public housing in the 

print media). By the 1960s, public housing residents often belittled 

themselves, referring to their own communities as warehouses and 

reservations (Halpern 1995). 

 One study of public housing found that most residents are afraid to 

be out at night, and many are afraid to be out during the day. But fear also 

comes from feelings of isolation and alienation, with 28 percent of residents 

reporting that they have no close friends living in their neighborhood and 55 

percent indicating that they never talk with a neighbor about a personal 

problem (Bolland and McCallum 1995b). This would not present a problem 

if there were other avenues of support for public housing residents; but most 

do not work, relatively few have cars, and many do not have telephones. Even 

though many public housing residents are deeply religious, their lack of 

transportation (coupled with many pastors' and other churchmembers' fears 

about venturing into public housing neighborhoods) leave them with little 

opportunity to use the church as a means of social support. Thus, most public 

housing residents feel alone as well as afraid, and this can be a particularly 

immobilizing set of forces. To the outside observer, this may appear to be an 

attitude problem: Public housing residents do not leave because they are 

content with their lives.36 But this is not so; nearly 80 percent would move out 
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of public housing if they could (Bolland and McCallum 1995b). Sister Souljah, 

a rap singer who grew up in public housing, put it this way: "I was surrounded 

all the time by fear and lack of understanding—fear of being victimized and 

a lack of understanding of how it came to pass that we all ended up there." 

Another public housing resident stated, "There is little point in sinking 

roots here. Nobody cares about anything" (both quoted in Halpern 1995). 

 Despite the stark realities of public housing, however, it is 

important to realize that for most of its residents, it is better than the 

alternative. Many public housing residents, particularly single women with 

small children, were homeless prior to moving into their apartments; in some 

cases, this meant staying on the streets, in cars, or in emergency shelters, 

while in other cases it meant staying in welfare hotels or living doubled up 

with friends or family. Others faced imminent homelessness because of the loss 

of a job or the dissolution of a relationship. Thus, public housing represents 

stability in the face of an unstable and frightening situation. Some residents even 

have the courage to say, "This is my home, and I am proud to live here." Such a 

sentiment does not deflect from the harsh reality and the threats to daily 

existence that living there pose; rather, it reflects the fact that public housing is a 

tangible reality for many people who had nothing tangible before and who 

would have nothing tangible were they to leave. Thus, even though public 

housing may be hell in a very tall place, at least it is hell in their very tall 

place. And even Alex Kotlowitz's disturbing portrayal of life in Henry 

Horner Homes leaves the reader with a sense of hope-hope for the survival of 

the human spirit that he found in the people he talked with and came to 

know. 

 

The Underclass and the Future of Cities 
 

This chapter began with a statement about the deteriorating quality of 

American inner cities, and how that deterioration encourages the middle-

class migration to the suburbs. Some of the deterioration is in the city's 

infrastructure: buildings decay, streets develop potholes, and sidewalks crack. 

Much of the deterioration has to do with the character of inner-city life, 

particularly the growth of inner-city poverty. Although poor people are an 

undeniable part of the urban landscape, however, poverty per se does not 

dominate the urban policy debate. Rather, it is the urban underclass that is 

the focus of this debate. Regardless of one's political ideology, the underclass 

is a central issue for cities and their future. On one side of the political 

spectrum are those who view the underclass as the primary reason for urban 

decline: the underclass and the social pathology that surrounds it keep others 

from investing in America's downtowns (and even from visiting America's 

downtowns). 
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 On the other side of the political spectrum are those who view the 

underclass as victims of urban displacement. As jobs moved out of the 

cities and into the suburbs, often with the blessings and subsidies of federal 

and state governments, and as stable neighborhoods were torn down for 

urban renewal, those without resources were left behind to survive as best 

they could . The street culture of drugs, violence, and dependency is seen 

from a liberal perspective as the unintended legacy of this planned change. 

 Ultimately, both sides in this ideological debate are correct. The 

subsidized flight of the middle class to the suburbs may have been caused 

partially by their desire to escape the pathology of the city; but it also resulted 

from the newfound opportunity for architects, contractors, and others in the 

building industry to realize large profits by opening up the new American 

frontier. And whatever its cause, this migration to the suburbs did result in 

the increasing marginalization of those without resources to join in the 

suburban prosperity. But the growing and increasingly dangerous street 

culture that was left behind pushed additional people away from the inner 

city and reinforced the choice of those who had left; this, in turn, led to the 

increasing social and physical isolation of those who stayed behind, further 

reinforcing the innercity pathology of the streets. 

 Whatever the true cause-effect relationship, two facts remain. First, 

the underclass is part of the inner city, and no attempt to wish them away 

will negate this reality. Second, the street culture associated with inner 

cities has taken fifty years to develop and has grown on the heels of one of 

the largest social movements ever to characterize the United States: 

suburbanization. Cities could not have created suburbs on their own; that 

required the outlay of billions upon billions of dollars by the federal 

government in the form of the federal highway program, the home mortgage 

deduction from federal income tax, and urban renewal. These factors 

combine to guarantee that (a) no solution to the "underclass problem" will 

occur overnight and (b) any attempt to change, in a fundamental way, the 

social pathology of ghetto neighborhoods will be very expensive, requiring 

far more than cities could ever afford to spend on their own. It took a vast, 

complex, and costly social movement to create a situation in which the 

pathological dimensions of the inner city could emerge; it will take no less 

of a social movement to create a situation in which this pathology can be 

effectively ameliorated.37 

 

Poverty, Urban Services, and Public Policy 
 

As the discussion thus far intends to suggest, federal, state, and local 

responses to poverty do not always have their intended consequences. 

Sometimes, they even make matters worse than those things they intend to 
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remedy. The next chapter explores in further detail other unintended 

consequences of race and poverty policies. 

 

 

 

                                                           
1
 Despite the dramatic migration of corporations to the suburbs during the past thirty years and 

the impact this has had on municipal finances, the bulk of corporate headquarters (68 percent) 

remain in large central cities (Ward 1994). 

 
2
 Some observers believe that service jobs are being lost in central cities as well (e.g., Mincy 

l994). This is particularly devastating for the prospects of unskilled and undereducated workers, 

since these are often the first jobs available to young people; their loss would thus limit the long-

term employment prospects of inner-city youths (Johnson and Oliver 1991). 

 
3
 Harrison and Bluestone go on to argue that the high cost of living in large cities requires that 

professional households include multiple wage earners if they wish to sustain a middle-class 

lifestyle. This, in turn, forces urban professionals to consume more and more of the services that 

workers in an earlier generation would have produced for themselves. The provision of personal 

services to these professionals becomes the major economic activity for the rest of the city. 

 
4
 The definition of poverty is complicated, depending on family size and age of family members. 

In 1992, the cutoff levels for annual monetary income were as follows: 
 

1 person 

 under 65 $ 7,299 4 people $14,355 

 65 or older $ 6,799  5 people $16,592 

2 people  6 people $19,137 

 householder under 65 $ 9,443 7 people $21,594 

 householder 65 or older $ 8,487 8 people $24,053 

3 people $11,186 9+ people $28,745 

 
5
 It is the case, however, that a larger percentage of blacks and Hispanics than whites live in 

poverty: In 1992, 8.9 percent of white families had incomes below the poverty line, compared 

with 30.9 percent of black and 26.2 percent of Hispanic families. 

 
6
 By way of comparison, 12.5 percent of the United States population is black, and ten percent is 

Hispanic. 

 
7
 Eighty-seven percent of white families, 67 percent of black families, and 69 per cent of 

Hispanic families living in central cities have incomes above the poverty line. 

 
8
 This comparison between blacks and whites is not intended to emphasize a racial difference. 

Rather, it simply acknowledges that a larger percentage of blacks than whites live in poverty, 

particularly in urban areas. Thus, we should conclude that any differences are due to economic 

status rather than to race per se. Race serves as a proxy for economic status for two reasons. 

First, statistics are much more readily available by race than by income, making some 

comparisons possible and others easier. Second, income often confounds the comparison. For 

example, in comparing days lost to disability for different income classes, we face two 

problems. When days are lost to disability, income suffers, leading to the alternative conclusion 
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that disability causes loss of income rather than that lack of income causes disability; and those 

employed in low-income jobs may face greater risk of disability than those in high-income jobs. 

 
9
 Nancy Krieger and Stephen Sidney (1996) report evidence that elevated blood pressure among 

blacks may be tied to racial discrimination. Most at risk for hypertension are working-class 

minorities who experience racial discrimination but accept it as a fact of life. 

 
10

 This is somewhat misleading, since the overall poverty rate was increasing during the same 

period (from 1 .6 percent to 14.5 percent). But another comparison yields a similar conclusion: 

in 1977, 30.2 percent of the nation's poor lived below 50 percent of the poverty level, compared 

with 40.7 percent in 1992. Thus, not only was the poverty rate growing during that fifteen year 

period but the poor were becoming increasingly concentrated at the very lowest income levels. 

The concentration of poverty at the lowest income levels has been particularly striking for 

African Americans: whereas in 1977, 29.9 percent of the poor fell below 50 percent of the 

poverty level, in 1992, this figure had risen to 49.1 percent. 

 
11

 There are several reasons why a young man may not be seeking employment. He may have 

become demoralized after searching for a job and not finding one, or a criminal record may 

effectively prevent him from being hired. He may be physically disabled, mentally ill, or 

addicted to alcohol or drugs. He may be employed in the underground economy, for instance, 

selling drugs or driving a gypsy cab. Or he may never have learned the importance of work or 

the work habits necessary to keep a job. 

 
12

 Ironically, affirmative action has done little to remedy this situation; in fact, it may have 

exacerbated the problem (Wilson 1987, Nathan 1987). It is true that affirmative action has 

helped skilled black workers obtain good jobs and promotions with greater ease and speed than 

would otherwise have been possible. But these workers are part of the upper tier of the urban 

labor force, and they are being hired or promoted into professional positions. (As we shall see 

shortly, they are also leaving the inner city for the suburbs.) On the other hand, affirmative 

action has done nothing to create new or better paying jobs for unskilled workers, and these 

jobs-where  they exist-are seldom covered by affirmative action guidelines. Since affirmative 

action has traditionally been viewed as the means for righting past injustices, it diverts attention 

from the special employment needs of unskilled blacks. Thus, affirmative action helped those 

upwardly mobile African Americans who arguably would have gotten ahead even without it; but 

affirmative action has done little to help unskilled blacks who were in greatest need of help 

(Wilson 1987). 

 
13

 During the Civil Rights era, "making it" meant rising to the top of the community, and as 

individuals progressed, so did the community. However, since the integration movement, 

"making it" has meant escaping from one's community (McGary 1992). As middle- and upper-

class blacks moved from the inner city, they became less interested in self-help within the ghetto 

community and more interested in self-help within their professions in the larger society. In 

addition, they began to see the future more in terms of class instead of race (Thomas 1991). 

 
14

 Farley (1991) offers an alternative explanation for the growth of ghetto neighborhoods: the 

growth of poverty among blacks between 1970 and the mid 1980s. For example, poverty among 

blacks in Chicago increased from 24 percent to 36 percent, and in Cleveland, the rate increased 

from 25 percent to 40 percent. If the residential segregation of social classes remains about the 

same and the poverty rate increases, racially concentrated poverty must necessarily increase. 
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15

 Although the term underclass is relatively new, dating back only to the early 1960s (Myrdal 

1963; see Ricketts 1992), its use recalls a number of equivalent notions from the past: the 

redundant population, the lumpenproletariat, and the social residuum, all defined in terms of a 

basic immorality manifest in sexual abandon, criminality, vagrancy, the abhorrence of labor, and 

an inclination to dependency. Even Marx, who saw poverty as an inevitable product of 

capitalism, identified a depraved and decadent "social scum" (Morris 1994). 

 
16

 Although that is the criterion we used in the first edition of this book, we now view it as too 

inclusive. 

 
17

 Poverty areas are almost always defined by census tracts. While almost nobody believes that a 

census tract is a neighborhood in any meaningful sense of the word, poverty rates for census 

tracts are determined every ten years and the results are easily accessible to researchers. Some 

studies (e.g., Littman 1991) consider a census tract in which at least 20 percent of the residents 

are living below the poverty level to be a poverty area; others (e.g., Bane and Jargowsky 1988) 

set the criterion at 40 percent. 

 
18

 Gans (1990, 1995) argues that the term underclass has been so hopelessly muddled that it 

should be dropped; given the plethora of definitions that have been advanced, it is easy to 

understand his conclusion. As an alternative, Wilson (1991) advocates use of the term ghetto 

poor and calls for a more concentrated focus on theoretical issues and less fixation on labels (see 

Morris 1994). We will continue to use the term underclass and we will use the terms underclass 

neighborhood and ghetto neighborhood interchangeably. 

 
19

 A study of two ghetto neighborhoods in Columbus, Ohio (Alex-Assensoh 1995) yields similar 

conclusions. One of these neighborhoods is predominantly white, the other predominantly black. 

Yet, behaviors among the residents of these two neighborhoods are strikingly similar. 

 
20

 These estimates are based on extrapolations from homicide rates for black males reported in 

five cities (and within high-risk neighborhoods in those cities) by Rose and McClain (1990). 

 
21

Actual violence is only one manifestation of gang activity; fear of violence is just as important. 

For example, 24 percent of the school dropouts in Chicago cited gang pressure and intimidation 

and gang violence as the primary reasons they dropped out (Hutchison and Kyle 1993). 

 
22

 Cocaine is converted to freebase or crack by boiling it in water ("cooking"). This produces a 

residue that, when cooled in cold water, forms an irregular hard mass. Pieces of this mass are 

chipped off to form "rocks," which can be packaged and sold in small quantities for as little as a 

couple of dollars. Crack differs from freebase in that it is mixed with other, cheaper chemicals 

(e.g., baking soda, lidocaine) as it is cooked, reducing the price even further. This allowed drug 

dealers to attract an inner-city clientele with very little income, although the price of maintaining 

a crack habit can become very expensive (Williams 1992). 

 
23

 The large number of female-headed low-income households, particularly among African 

Americans, may reflect a deficit in what Wilson (1987) called "the marriageable pool" of 

African-American men. For whatever reasons—and there are a number, including higher 

mortality rates and a high likelihood of incarceration for criminal activity—the number of 

African-American men of marriageable age (particularly those living in poverty) is far smaller 

than the number of low-income women at that age. For example, for every one hundred African-

American women between the ages of eighteen and twenty-four living in poverty, there are only 
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fifty-six African-American men; for every one hundred African-American women between the 

ages of twenty-five and thirty-four, the number of men decreases to forty-one (see table 15.1). 

 
24

 Some (e.g., Bane 1886) argue that these findings do not necessarily reflect the difficulties of 

raising children in single-parent households per se; rather, single-parent households are more 

prone to poverty, and the results may reflect the influence of poverty rather than single 

parenting. Thus, these findings should be interpreted cautiously. 

 
25

 Even if a good measure of welfare dependence could be agreed upon (e.g., two years of 

continuous welfare receipt, ten years of continuous welfare receipt), different means of 

calculating rates of welfare receipt muddy the waters even further. For instance, Ellwood and 

Bane (1994) show that each of the following, seemingly contradictory statistics about welfare is 

true: 

 Roughly 35 percent of all current recipients have been on welfare for two years 

(twenty-four consecutive months) or less; only about 20 percent have been on for ten 

years or more. 

 Half of all spells of welfare last less than two years; only 14 percent last ten years or 

more. 

 Less than 15 percent of all current recipients will be on welfare for two years or less; 

approximately 48 percent will be on welfare in ten or more years. 

 

The reason that all three statements are true is too complicated to discuss here. However, suffice 

it to say that different people could use the same data to support very different conclusions about 

welfare dependency and to argue for different kinds of policies to address it. 

 
26

 Ellwood (1994) demonstrates the disincentive for work that faces a single female parent with 

two children living in Pennsylvania in 1991. If she did not work at all, her disposable income 

was $7,278 per year, with full Medicaid benefits. If she worked full time at minimum wage 

($4.25 per hour), her disposable income was $8,047, again with full Medicaid coverage. If she 

worked full time earning $5.00 per hour, her disposable income would increase to $9,399, but 

she would lose her Medicaid benefits. Even if her salary increased to $7.00 per hour, her annual 

disposable income would only increase to $11,647, again with no Medicaid coverage. Ellwood 

concluded, "The nature of our welfare system is such that unless a single mother can find a full-

time job that pays at least $5 or $6 or $7 an hour with full benefits, along with very inexpensive 

day care, she will be better off on welfare" (p. 148). 

 
27

 Lein (1991, quoted in Bane 1994) reports considerable use of food pantries and soup kitchens 

among welfare recipients in the southwest United States; but these resources create an ethical 

dilemma for welfare recipients who use them, forcing them to lie about whether they received 

food stamps in order to be served. Lein (also see Bane 1994) argues that the system has lost 

moral legitimacy, forcing recipients to violate program rules in order to achieve the higher moral 

goal of feeding their families. 

 
28

 Based on a random sample of the U.S. adult population, Link et al. (1995) estimate that 7.4 

percent of adults have been literally homeless at some point du ring their lives and that 3.1 

percent had been homeless during the previous five years; these figures rise to 14 percent and 

4.6 percent, respectively, if those who lived doubled up with someone else are counted. This 

produces estimates that 13.5 million adult residents of the United States have been homeless at 

some point during their lives, 5.7 million of them during the past five years. 
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 A commonly held myth is that most Americans are only two paychecks away from 

homelessness. This is a reflection of the size of most people's bank accounts, however, rather 

than of their ability to find alternative employment were they to lose their job. To be sure, if an 

economic collapse of the magnitude of the Great Depression were to hit, and alternative jobs 

were simply not available, many people would find it difficult to maintain their traditional  

housing; however, as was demonstrated during the Great Depression, a substantial bank account 

was no guarantee of economic survival. The very skills that allow people to find and keep jobs 

in the first place allow them to find new jobs as well. 
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 Only a decade ago, the typical chronically homeless man was white. This change may reflect 

the growing poverty within the black inner-city underclass during the 1980s and the 1990s. This 

no doubt has made it much more difficult for families to provide homes for otherwise homeless 

relatives. But even more important, the growing use of crack cocaine among the impoverished 

inner-city underclass (which is predominantly black) may presage homelessness (e.g., Jencks 

1994). 
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 Only 16 percent of Mobile's chronically homeless men have ever been institutionalized for an 

emotional or mental problem. 
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 This does not include people who are living doubled up; the preponderance of these are 

women and children. 
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 For a wonderful depiction of life in New York's Bowery during this period, see Joseph 

Mitchell's book McSorley's Wonderful Saloon (reprinted with three other works as Up in the Old 

Hotel in 1992). In Mitchell's writings, SRO residents, panhandlers, and bums, some of whom 

were homeless all or most of the time, were viewed as eccentric rather than sinister and 

threatening. Perhaps it is a sign of the times that, as inner-city life has become more dangerous, 

those at the margins of society are viewed as taking on sinister qualities. 
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 While it is convenient to assume that all those in public housing live in poverty, this is not 

quite accurate: HUD's income eligibility guidelines fall above the poverty level. And while 

some people with moderate incomes do live in public housing, the figure is low; further, HUD 

mandates that rent be assessed at a rate of 30 percent of the resident's adjusted gross income. 

Thus, as income goes up, rent also goes up—sometimes exceeding what would be paid for 

comparable housing in the private sector. While such situations are unusual, they do sometimes 

occur. 
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 The problem of maintenance is not limited to Chicago or the past. In a 1992 HUD inspection 

of sixty-one randomly selected public housing units in Jacksonville, fiftyfour failed to meet 

appropriate standards: Violations included sixty-six separate incidents of electrical hazard, 

thirty-four defective walls, thirteen defective ceilings, thirty-one inoperative or defective sinks, 

and thirty unsafe or defective hot water heaters. In a similar inspection of eighty-seven units in 

Philadelphia, eighty-six failed to meet appropriate standards (U.S. House of Representatives 

Subcommittee on Employment and Housing 1993). 
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 Others discuss these problems faced by residents of underclass neighborhoods (including 

public housing) as well and how they keep the underclass in poverty. Anderson (1992, 174) 

talks about the lack of "personal resources to negotiate the occupational structure." Kotlowitz 

(1996) talks about depression coupled with fear that can immobilize people living in poverty. 
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And in an elaborate discussion, Mead (1996) suggests that people living in poverty lack the 

ability to commit themselves to relationships, work, and tasks; this, in turn, makes them 

unreliable workers who have a hard time holding jobs. 
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 Kaplan (1990) recognizes the inability of cities to solve the problems that have come to define 

them in so much of the contemporary literature; he concludes that the best urban policy is not 

limited to cities but, rather, is a "nonurban urban policy" (also see Lehman 1994). 


