EVENTS ANDDEBATES

Three Pernicious Premises in the Study of
the American Ghetto*

LOIC J.D. WACQUANT

Now, what led men to consider these mythological propositions or beliefs as true? Was it
because they had confronted them with a given reality? Not at all ... It is, on the contrary, our
ideas, our beliefs which confer on the objects of thought their reality (Emile Durkheim,
Pragmatisme et sociologid 913).

Three deep-seated proclivities or premises have dominated the recent debate on racial
division and urban poverty in the United States. These premises are rooted in long-
standing American conceptions of the poor — and particularly the black poor — as
morally defective and of the city as a nefarious place that disrupts and corrupts social life,
especially among the lower classes (Boyer, 1978; Katz, 1983; Patterson, 1986; Fishman,
1988). Endowed with plausibility by the weight of cultural history and intellectual inertia,
reinforced by an individualistic national idiom that de-emphasizes class and euphemizes
ethno-racial domination, they form the cornerstones of the cuaesdemic doxan the

topic and therefore typically go unargued and unquestidnéet these underlying tenets
truncate and distort our understanding of the ongoing (re)articulation of color, class, and
place in the American metropolis.

The first, more recent, tendency is thidution of the notion of ghettg@imply to
designate an urban area of widespread and intense poverty, which obfuscates the racial
basis and character of this poverty and divests the term of both historical meaning and
sociological content. The second, century-old, tenet is the idea that the ghetto is a

* Many friends and colleagues have been kind enough to comment on successive versions of this article.
Among them a special mention is due to Bill Wilson, who drew me to the topic in the first place and
encouraged me to confront these issues even when he disagreed with how | framed them; Godfried Engbersen,
Neil Fligstein, Martin Sachez-Jankowski, Claude Fischer and Chris Pickvance for pointed suggestions that
forced me to clarify my arguments even as | resisted them; and Wilhelm Heitmeyer and Federico Neiburg who
supplied the impetus for earlier versions in German and Portuguese. The support of the Russell Sage
Foundation, where the initial draft of this paper was written, is gratefully acknowledged.

1 Alarge number of works could be cited here. Suffice it to refer to Jencks and Peterson’s Th89irpan
underclasswhich assembles paradigmatic illustrations of each of these tenets. This is not to imply that the
social science literature on race and urban poverty is wholly monolithic (see Wilson and Aponte, 1985;
Marks, 1991; and Devine and Wright, 1993 for broad surveys) but that what variations it exhibits are
largely contained within the analytic space demarcated by these three preconceptual commitments.
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‘disorganized’ social formation that can be analyzedwholly in terms of lack and

deficiencieqindividual or collective) ratherthan by positively identifying the principles
that underlieits internal order and governits specific mode of functioning. The third,

flowing from the idea of disorganizationjs the tendencyto exoticizethe ghettoandits

residentsthatis, to highlight the mostextremeandunusualaspectof ghettolife asseen
from outsideandabove,i.e., from the standpoinof the dominant.Eachof thesepremises
is associatedvith a seriesof analytical misstepsand slippagesthat are so commonly
effectuatedasto go unnoticedor, worse,to appearto be woveninto the fabric of the

phenomenonitself. Together,they make up a formidable ‘epistemological obstacle’
(Bachelard,1938)to atheoreticallyrigorousandempirically accuratesociologyof racial

conflict and urbanmarginalityin contemporaryAmericainasmuchasthey convergeto

efface the boundarybetweencommon senseperceptionand social scientific analysis,
betweenthe contestedand complexrealitiesto be elucidatedand what peopledeeply
desireto believeaboutthem? The following examinationof theseperniciouspremisess

offeredasa critical prolegomenorio sucha sociology.

Retrieving an institutionalist conceptionof the ghetto

Recentdiscussion®f raceandpovertyin the American‘inner city’ havetendedio equate
the ghetto with any perimeter of high poverty irrespective of population and
organizationalmakeup.Paul Jargowskiand Mary-Jo Bane (1991: 239, 241, emphasis
added)offer anexemplarof this commonelision of the racial andinstitutionaldimension
of the notion of ghettowhenthey write:

We havedefineda ghettoasanareain which the overallpovertyratein a censugractis greater
than40 percent.The ghettopoor arethenthosepoor, of anyrace or ethnicgroup, who live in
such high-poverty censustracts ... Visits to various cities confirmed that the 40 percent
criterion camevery closeto identifying areagthat lookedlike ghettosin termsof their housing
conditions.Moreover,the areasselectedoy the 40 percentcriterion correspondedloselywith
the neighborhoodshat city officials andlocal CensusBureauofficials consideredgyhettos. . . It
is importantto distinguishour definition of ghettotractsbasedon a poverty criterion from a
definition basedon racial composition.Not all majority black tracts are ghettosunder our
definition nor are all ghettosblack.

This (re)definition of the term deservego be quotedat lengthbecauseat cumulates
nearlyall of the flaws thathavemarredrecentsuchusageof theterm: (1) it is perfectly
arbitrary(asits authorsreadily concedeon page239): why excluderural or evensuburban
zonesandutilize censudractsascatchmentrea,the official ‘poverty line’ asmeasuring
rod, and a rate of 40% poor personsas cut-off point? (2) it is asociologicalin thatit is
peggedon householdincome (a notoriously unreliable item in standardizedsurveys,
especiallyamongirregularly employedpopulationslandon the visual stateof the housing
stock,irrespectiveof the patterningof socialandeconomicrelationsthatdeterminehem;
(3) it is ostensibly'deracialized’whenin fact it denotesonly urbanenclavesof colored
poverty, to the virtual exclusionof poor white areas;(4) it is essentiallybureaucratic,
derivative of administrativecategoriessincethe viability of the conceptis premisedon
the existenceandavailability of governmentiatasuchasthe CensusBureaudesignation
of ‘poverty area’;finally, (5) it unabashedlgonflatesa historical-analyical conceptwith
the lay notionsheld by municipal and stateelites (‘what city officials andlocal Census

2 As Wittgenstein(1977:17) onceremarked:What makesa subjecthardto understand— if it is something
significantand important— is not that beforeyou canunderstandt you needto be specialy trainedin
abstrusematters,but the contrastbetweenunderstandinghe subjectand what most peoplewant to see.
Becausef this the very thingswhich aremostobviousmay becomethe hardesof all to understandwWhat
hasto be overcomeis a difficulty havingto do with the will, ratherthanwith the intellect’.
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officials consideredghettos’) without any possibility of assessingwhat these folk
perceptionsnight be that serveaswarrantfor the delineationof the objectunderstudy?

This is to forget that mosturbanareasof ‘extremepoverty’ (howevermeasuredjn
America’s Rustbeltare the direct heirs of yesteryear'surban‘Black Belts’. To saythat
they are ghettosbecausehey are poor is to reversesocial and historical causationit is
becauseheywere and are ghettosthat joblessnesand misery are unusuallyacuteand
persistenin them— not the otherway around.To call any areaexhibiting a high rate or
concentratiorof povertya ghettois notonly arbitraryandempirically problematic;it robs
the term of its historical meaning and obliteratesits sociological import, thereby
thwarting investigation of the criteria and processeswvhereby exclusion effectively
operatesin it. And it obscuresthe fact that blacks are the only group ever to have
experiencedghettoizationin American society, i.e., involuntary, permanentand total
residentialseparatiorpremisedon casteas basisfor the developmenof a parallel (and
inferior) social structure®

As suggestedy the historic origins and historiographicusageof the term (Wirth,
1928:11-62;CoopermarandCuriel, 1990),a ghettois not simply atopographiaentity or
an aggregatiorof poor families and individuals but an institutional form, a historically
determinate spatially-basedconcatenatiorof mechanismsf ethnoracial closure and
control (Wacquant,1991)° In ideal-typical terms,a ghetto may be characterizedas a
bounded,racially and/or culturally uniform socio-spatialformation basedon (1) the
forcible relegationof (2) a ‘negativelytyped’ population(Weber,1978:385-7),suchas
Jewsin medievalEuropeand African-Americansin the modernUnited Statesto (3) a
reserved,frontier territory’ (Hogan,1980)in which this population(4) developsunder
duressa setof parallelinstitutionsthat serveboth asa functional substitutefor, andasa
protectivebuffer against,the dominantinstitutionsof the encompassingociety (Spear,
1968; Meier and Rudwick, 1976: 232—70) but (5) duplicate the latter only at an
incompleteandinferior level while (6) maintainingthosewho rely on themin a stateof
structural dependencyWeaver, 1948; Fusfeld and Bates, 1984; Logan and Molotch,
1987).Putdifferently, the ghettois an ethnoraciaformationthat combinesandinscribes
in the objectivity of spaceand group-specificinstitutions all four major ‘elementary
forms’ of racial domination, namely, categorization,discrimination, segregationand
exclusionaryviolence (Wacquant,1995).

The fact that ghettos have historically been placesof endemicand often acute
materialmiserydoesnot meanthata ghettohasto be poor, northatit hasto be uniformly
deprived.Certainly, the ‘Bronzeville’ of the 1940swas more prosperoughan southern
black communitiesand containedperhapsthe largestand most affluent Afro-American
bourgeoisieof its era (Drake and Cayton, 1962; also Trotter, 1993, for a broader
discussion).Conversely,not all low-income areasare ghettos,howeverextremetheir
destitution.Declining white cities of the deindustrializingMidwestor of the Appalachian
hollows, depressedural countiesof the Mississipidelta, Native Americanreservations

3 All of thesemistakesarerepeatecandamplifiedin Jargowski’g(1996)Povertyand place: ghettosparrios,
and the Americancity, which effectively equategghettoizationwith urbandecay.

4 The uniquenessintensity and persistenceof black segregatiorand institutional exclusionover the long
century of the ghetto’slifecourseis amply documentedn the works of Spear(1968), Osofsky (1971),
Kusmer(1976),Zunz (1982), Farley and Allen (1987), Jaynesand Williams (1989), Hirsch (1993),and
Masseyand Denton(1993).

5 In his classichistorical overview, Louis Wirth (1964:84-85)rightly insiststhatthe ghettois at once‘an
instrumentof control’ and ‘a form of accommodatiorthrough which a minority has effectually been
subordinatedo a dominantgroup’. Wherehe errsgravelyis is in portrayingghettoizationas a ‘natural
process’that affects ‘every people and every cultural group’. For a cogent delineationof the basic
principles of institutionalism (and neo-institutionalisn) in the sociologicaltradition, see DiMaggio and
Powell (1992). An expositionof the conceptof closureandits usagein (neo-)Weberiartheoriesof class
and group inequality more generallyis in Parkin (1979), Murphy (1987), Brubaker(1991: Part 1), and
Manza(1992).
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and poor barrios of the Southwest(not to mention vast sectionsof the United States
during the Great Depression)do not presentthe organizationalpattern of the ‘dark

ghetto’: they are not, nor havethey ever been,‘philanthropic, economic,businessand

industrial colonies’ of the wider white society(Clark, 1965;also Connolly, 1977)°

An institutionalist(i.e. relational)conceptiorof the ghettois not only moreconsistent
with the historicroot andusageof theterm. It foregroundsandinterrogatewariablesthat
more nominalistic or gradationalapproachedend to treat as backgroundconditions
requiring no further investigation,suchasracial division, whosestructuraleffects may
vary over time evenwhen ratesremain unchangedthe weak presenceand functional
inefficacy of thosepublic serviceinstitutionsthat are standardorganizationafixtures of
other urbanneighborhoodsthe protrusiverole of police and penalinstitutions,and the
absenceof ‘an indigenousexchangevalue engine’ (Logan and Molotch, 1987: 131,
Davis, 1991: 304-9).In particular,it problematizeghat which a linear, ‘demographic’
perspectivetakes for granted: the basesand mechanismsof triage that determine
relegationwithin the penalizedspaceof the ghetto. And insteadof situatingthe latter
along continuouslinear distributionsof income, housing,segregationpr neighborhood
poverty,aninstitutionalistapproactseekgo locateunderlyingbreaksin the urbanfabric
and to trace the (re)drawingof the dividing lines of which the ghettois the physical
manifestatior.

Accordingly, the boundariesform, internalmakeup externallinkagesandstructural
supportf theterritory of exclusionconsideredll becomecentralquestionghathaveto
be answeredy empiricalanalysis ratherthandissolvedby definitional fiat. And eachof
the traits that composethe ideal type of the ghettosketchedabove— constraint,stigma,
territorial separationand boundednessijnstitutional differentiation and parallelism,
functional duplication and dependency— can be turned into a variable subjectedto
precisemeasurements cantheir degreeof mutual ‘meshing’.

Forsaking the trope of ‘disorganization’

AnthropologistArjun Appadurai(1992)hasshownthatcertainplacescomecumulatively
to berepresentednddiscussedn termsof ‘strongtropes’,i.e., recurrentsetsof images
andnarrativestrategieghat predetermineaindskewthe waysin which they areperceived
andconceptualizedn Americansocietyandsocialsciencethe ‘strongtrope’ envelopingg
the ghettosinceits origins at the closeof last centuryhasbeenthat of ‘disorganization®

6 For a portrat of the ecologcal, social, and institutional strudure and location of poor Latino
neighborhoodsn the American metropolis that spotlights differenceswith the black urban core, see
Moore and Pinderhughe$1993). WhetherNative Americanreservationgjualify asa subtypeof ghettoor
are best understoodas a distinct mechanismof ethnoracialsubordinationwould require an extensive
discussiorthat is not possiblehere; materialsfor an answercan be found in Snipp (1986) and Cornell
(1990).

7 For a model study of the socio-politicalproductionof urbancleavagesas an institutional (as opposedo
ecological)processcf. Abu-Lughod’s(1980) reconstructiorof ‘urban apartheidin Morocco’ and of the
transmutatiorof castedivision into classlinesin postcolonialRabat;readalso Hirsch’s (1983) masterful
reconstructiorof the paramountole playedby the federalandlocal statesn recreatingChicago’s'Second
Ghetto’ between1940and 1960.

8 Ward(1989)offersanextendedanalysisof continuitiesandchangesn the socialcharacterizatiof slums,
ghettosand other territories of urbanrelegationin the era of industrial capitalist expansion.Geoffrey
Biddle's (1992) Alphabet City provides a vivid, up-to-date, photographic illustration of the
‘disorganization’perspectiveas appliedto Loisada,the PuertoRican sectionof New York’s Lower East
Side.A valuablecorrectiveto this monochromatigictureis Camilo Vergara(1995),who drawsa nuanced
visual portrait of different types of ‘ghettos’ (he usesthe term in its common-sensicameaning of
segregate@nddecayingenclaves)the ‘greenghettos’reclaimedby nature the ‘institutional ghettos’that
warehousehe undesirable'poorhousesof the twenty-first century’ (drug densand treatmentfacilities,
homelessshelters,soupkitchens,prisons,etc.), and the dynamicandfluid ‘new immigrantghettos’.
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Fromthe early Chicagoschoolof humanecologyto studiesof the urbancrisis of the
1960sto recentinquiriesinto the emergencef the so-calledunderclassandits fearsome
implications(e.g.ParkandBurgess,1925;Wirth, 1928; ShawandMcKay, 1942;Frazier,
1949;Banfield, 1970;Wilson, 1987; Anderson,1991;Jencksand Peterson1991,Harrell
andPeterson]1992),analystshaveacceptedsa giventhatthe ghettocanbe satisfactorily
analyzedin essentiallyprivative terms by pinpointingits shortcomingsand thoseof its
residentsaandby specifyinghow (andhow much)both divergefrom ‘mainstream’society
as measuredby putative ‘middle-class’ standards.The categories‘mainstream’ and
‘middle class’areusuallyleft undeflnedsothatthelr boundariesnay be stretchedat will
to fit the analytic or ideological needat hand? Thus the ghettois characteristically
representedas a place of disorder and lack, a repositoryof concentratedunruliness,
deviance,anomie and atomization, replete with behaviorssaid to offend common
preceptsof morality and propriety, whetherby excess(as Wlth crime, sexuality and
fertility) or by default(in the caseof work, thrift andfamily).*°

This profile in defect— in the twofold senseof portraitureand epistemology— is
deeply entrenchedin American social science.Historian Alice O’Connor (1992) has
shownthat the assimilationistframework of the Chicagoschool consistentlydepicted
‘poverty, social ‘disorganization’and segregatioras inevitable outcomes’of the quasi-
biotic ‘processe®f city growth’ and studiouslyomitted the strategieof employersand
the ‘role of politics and local governmentin creating and maintaining ghettos’. E.
Franklin Frazier,thefirst African-Americanchair of Chicago’ssociologydepartmentall
but equatedhe northernurbanizationof blackswith disorganizationHis analysisof The
Negrofamily in Chicago(Frazier,1931)stressedhe marital disruption,moraldecadence,
materialdestitution,crime andvice into which ‘Negroes’inevitably sunkuponmigrating
into the industrial metropolis.Revealingly, he elevatedfamily structureto the rank of
cardinalindicator of socialdisorganizatioramongthe African-American community—
anticipatingby afull half-centuryoneof the chlefconcernsandstrategles)f his successor
William Julius Wilson (1987)in Thetruly disadvantaged*

Understandinghe ghettoasan institutional form, ratherthanasan accumulatiorof
‘pathology’, allows oneto recognizethatit doesnot sufferfrom ‘social disorganization’
— a morally loaded concept (see Wirth, 1964: 44-9) that is best erasedfrom the
sociologist’slexicon, its illustrious intellectual pedigreenotwithstanding.As William
FooteWhyte (1943:273,emphasiadded)notedhalf-a-centuryagoin his classicstudyof

9 A representativeisageof this commonsensicaluality is ChristopherJencks’'g(1991:215-8)excursuson
‘UnderclassversusMainstreamMothers’. Elsewhere,Jencks(in Jencksand Peterson1991:28-9)admits
that, while ‘there is widespreadagreementhat ‘underclass’is an antonymfor ‘middle class, or perhaps
morebroadlyfor ‘mainstream’(atermthathascometo subsuméoththemiddle classandworking class)’,
it remainsthat‘Americanshaveneveragreedon whatit meantto be middle or working class’.Sothatthe
key conceptsorganizing his dissectionof the ‘growth of the American underclass’are marred with
epistemicconfusionandsemantidndeterminatior(aswell assuffusivemoralovertones)Jenckggoesonto
confessthat conformity to scholarly fashion is his only warrant for using this half-scholarly, half-
journalisticnotion: ‘In my judgemen{relevantsocial] changesre not large enoughto justify substituting
thetermunderclassor thetermlower class.But sincealmosteveryoneelsenow talks aboutthe underclass
ratherthanthe lower class,| will do the same’(ibid.: 28).

10 ‘The pathologyof the ghettohasservedasa continuinganomalytarnishingthe idealsof Americanlife’,
write Goldfield and Lane (1973: 4-5). ‘The ghetto has symbolized poverty in a country of plenty,
discriminationin a nation of equals,diseasén a country of advancedechnology,andcrime in a society
predicatedon law’.

11 Thelarge-scaleinterdisciplinary,multi-method,empiricalresearctprojectdirectedby Wilson at Chicago
from 1985to 1990to expandandfill in the ‘theoreticalsketch’setforth in Thetruly disadvantagedvas
officially entitled ‘The urbanpoverty and family structureproject’. It devotedconsiderableesourcego
assessinghe correlatesandimplicationsof family (de)compositiorin different ‘poverty areas’.It should
be stressedhowever thatin Wilson’s view family ‘dissolution’ is not anindependentausativefactor but
an interveningvariable that both reveals,transmitsand amplifies the deleteriousimpact of precarious
(male) labor marketstatus.
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the ‘street-cornersociety’ of Boston’sltalian slum, what appeardo outsideobserversas
socialdisorganizatiorioften turnsout to be simply a differentform of socialorganization
if onetakesthe trouble to look closely. But, in the caseof the black Americanghetto,
close-up first-handobservations preciselywhat hasbeengravelylackingin the recent
debate.

Of the 27 authorswho contributedto the TheurbanunderclasgJencksandPeterson,
1991), a volume lavishly underwrittenand promotedby a consortiumof prominent
philanthropicand researchfoundationsand claiming to contain ‘some of the bestand
most up-to-dateresearchand thinking on the topic’, only one conductedprimary field
researchin the ghetto. And the one anthropologistinvited to presentat the conference
uponwhich this ‘standardreferencework’ is basedsaw her critique of the ‘underclass’
problematicfrom an ethnographicand culture-theoreticstandpointscuttled from the
volume? Becauseresearchon poverty and race is effectively ruled by economists,
demographersstatistically-orientedsociologistsworking with censusand survey data,
socialworkersandsocialpolicy experts(or pundits),relevantanthropologicalesearchs
routinely ignoredor, at best,selectivelymentionedo play a strictly ornamentafunction.

Remarkably,a mere handful of field studiesof black inner-city life haveappeared
sincetheracial uprisingsof the mid-1960sandeventhe few thathavebeenpublishedare
moreoftenthannot overlooked— | think for instanceof the superbbook by Edith Folb’s
(1980)Runnin’ downsomelines, to mentionbut one.The resultis thatthe same'classic’
monographgating from the War on Poverty era, led by the obligatory quaternity of
Oscar Lewis (1966), Elliott Liebow (1967), Ulf Hannerz(1969) and Lee Rainwater
(1970),continueto beritually summoned— andoften grosslycaricaturedo suit current
preoccupationgPeterson1991:12-13)— asif the basis,structureanddynamicsof the
lifeworld of the ghetto (sub)proletariathad somehowbeen frozen and its patterns
remaineddenticalthroughthreedecade®f massiveeconomic spatialandsociopolitical
changeg?

Yet intensive,ground-levelscrutiny basedon direct observation— as opposedto
measurementsffectedfrom a distanceby surveybureaucracieatterly unfit to probeand
scrutinizethelife of marginalizedpopulations— immediatelyrevealsthat, far from being
disorganizedthe ghettois organizedaccordingto differentprinciples in responsdo a
uniguesetof structural and strategicconstraintsthat bearon the racializedenclavesof
the city as on no other segmentof America’s territory (Wacquant,1994a). These
constraintsinclude (1) the unrelenting press of economic necessityand widespread
materal deprivation causedby the withering away of the wage-labo economy,
translatinginto outright deproletarianizatiorfor growing segmentsof the urban poor;
(2) pervasivephysicalandsocialinsecurity fueledby the glaring failings of public sector
institutions and the correlative debilitation of local organizations,fostering in turn
irregular socio-culturalpatterns;(3) virulent racial antipathyconjoinedwith acuteclass
prejudiceresultingin a severeand systematidruncationof life chancesand conduitsof
opportunity;(4) symbolictaint andterritorial stigmatizationcontaminatingeveryareaof
social endeavorfrom friendshipand housingto schoolingand jobs, reinforcedby (5)

12 Her nameis not evenmentionedn thelist of participantsand discussant§Jencksand Peterson1991:v—
vi) andher paperhadto be publishedelsewherg Newman,1991).

13 Apart from the works of Elijah Anderson,Mercer Sullivan, Martin Sanchez-Jankowskand Philippe
Bourgois,the mostinformative accountf everydaylife in today’'sdark ghettohavebeenauthorednot by
trainedsocial scientistsbut by journalists:amongthem, SylvesterMonroe and PeterGoldman’sBrothers:
blackand poor (1988),Alex Kotlowitz's Thereare no children here(1991),GregDonaldson’sTheVille:
copsandkidsin urban America(1993),Laurie Kay Abraham’sMamamightbe betteroff dead(1994)and
William Adler’'s Land of opportunity(1995).(In all fairnessit shouldbe pointedout that journalistshave
alsoproducedhe mostprejudiced)urid andabjectlydistorteddepictionsof the ghetto).Also relevanthere,
thoughonly rarely used,arethe works of novelistsof urbanblack America,from JamesBaldwin, Claude
Brown and Piri Thomasto Leon Forrest’sDivine daysand JessMowry’s Six out of seven
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bureawratic apathy and administrative ineptness made possible by the eleciral
expendabilityof the black poor in a political field thoroughlydominatedby corporate
lobbiesand moneyedinterests.

Today’s ghetto comprisesa Darwinian social order traversedby continual conflict
over, and competition for, scarce (and diminishing) resourcesin an environment
characterizedy high levels of interpersonabnd institutional mistrust,a ‘dog-eat-dog’
worldview, andhigh densitiesof ‘social predators(Sanchez-Jankowskil991:especially
22-8). This internal order is continually reinforced from without by the routine
functioningof stateandmarketandit is keptstructurallyperipheralanddependenby the
fragmentationof the political-adminidrative machinery of the American metropolis
(Weiher,1991;Weir, 1995).The socio-analyticreconstructiorof the brokenhabitusand
ambiguousstrategiesof a professionathustler’ on Chicago’sSouth Side disclosesthat
the entropycharacteristiof streetlife at the heartof the ghettois in fact patternedand
obeysa distinctive, if unstable sociallogic that can be expoundedprovided one takes
pain meticulouslyto link the ever-shiftinggameof daily optionsto the obdurate(and
invisible) structureof political, economic,and symbolic domlnatlonthat predetermine
their availability, attractionand differential payoffs (Wacquant,1993)**

The shift from a problematicof disorganizationto one of ‘organization’ is not
reducibleto a simple changein terminology.It implies, rather,a transformationof the
objectto beconstructedit meanghattheanalystimustexplicateanddisplayin somedetalil
theconcretanodeof structuringof socialrelationsandrepresentationsperativewithin the
ghetto— thework of collectiveself-production— wherebyits residentendowtheirworld
with form, mean|ngandpurposeratherthan5|mplyreportthatth|s modediffersfromthose
that hold swayin othersectorsof society®® It alsoentailsshowinghow the activities of
dominantinstitutions public bureaucraciesnd welfare offices, schoolsand hospitals,
privatefirms andphilanthropicassociationgyolice patrolsandparoleofficers,whichareso
conspicuouslyabsentfrom the normal social scienceof the ‘inner city’, contribute
powerfully to organizingthe social spaceof the ghettoin particular and particularly
destabilizingvays.It thereforenvolvesrecognizingandspecifying theinstitutionalbases
andlimits of the situatedagencyof ghettoresidentssothattheir practicesandlife forms
emergenotasmerederivationsof constraintghatcanbe‘readoff’ structuralkconditionsbut
asthe productof their activeengagementith the externalandinternalsocialforcesthat
crosscutandmouldtheir world (Abu-Lughodet al., 1994;Bourgois,1995).

Breaking with exoticism

Thetropeof disorganizationin turn, hasreinforcedtheexoticizingof theghetto thatis, the
artificial exorbitationof thosepatternsof conduct feelingandthoughtthatdiffer the most
from a norm presumedo representhe broadersociety and also, too often, from those
prevalentandacceptablemongghettodwellersthemselvesThis exoticbiasis anold and
tenaciousone,as SwedishanthropologistUlf Hannerz(1970:313) pointedout long ago:

Ever since the beginningsof the study of black peoplein the Americasinvestigatorshave
commentedupon the ways in which black men and women— in particular somemen and
women— differ in their behaviorfrom their white counterparts.

14 Ontherationality of socialstructureandactionin slumsmoregenerally,seealsothe germinalanalysef
Portes(1972) and Perlman(1976) and the researchthey have spawnedon urban marginality in Latin
America. In the United States the works of Gans(1962) and Suttles(1968) bearcloserereading.

15 | tried elsewhereo highlight the theordical and empirical gainsmadepossibleby the Copernicanshift
from disorganizationto organizationin the caseof Sanchez-Jankowski’'§1991) long-term participant-
observationstudy of Americanurbangangs(Wacquant,1994b).
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Following this logic, the mostdestitute threateninganddisreputableesidentof the
racializedurban core are typically madeto standfor the whole of the ghetto and the
dilapidatedremnantsof the historic Black Belts of America,in turn, aretakento reflect
upon, and impugn the civic standingof, the black communityin toto (Franklin, 1992;
Fainstein,1995).The endresultis the continualreproductiorof stereotypicalcardboard-
type, folk imagesof urban blacks — what Ralph Ellison aptly called ‘prefabricated
Negroes’ — that resonatewith and perpetuatehistoric racial prejudice under the
impeccablepositivist garb of survey categoriesand the falsely neutralidiom of policy
advocacy.

Analystsof the nexusof raceandpovertyhavethusdevotedan inordinateamountof
attentionto the assumedpathologies’of ghettoresidentspnamely,to thosebehaviorghat
so-called middle-classsociety considersabnormal, offensive or unduly costly, from
violent crime, school‘dropouts’, teenaggregnancyand labor market‘shiftlessness’to
the proliferation of ‘female-headedchouseholds’,drug consumptionand trading, and
‘welfare dependency’'Somehavenot hesitatedo amalgamateéhesestatuse®r activities
underthe pejorativeheadingof ‘underclasdehaviors'while othershavegoneyet further
andredefinedthe ghettoitself asan ‘epidemic of socialproblems’(JencksandPeterson,
1991:30, 155-6,172, 301, 322—3,397 and passim)'®

One could show that many (if not most) of thesecategoriesfar from reflecting a
value-neutralperspectivefostering detachedanalysisand impartial policy prescription,
functionasthinly disguisednstrumentof indictmentof the putativelyabnormalconduct
of ghetto dwellers. Take the apparentlyinnocuousbureaucraticdesignationof high-
school ‘drop-out’ touted by many analystsas one variant of ‘underclassbehavior’. It
insidiouslypointsthe arrow of responsibilityfor educationafailure towardsstudentsand
their ‘dysfunctional’ families and environmentwhen in reality most inner-city public
schoolsin large cities havebeentransformednto quasi-carcerainstitutionsthat devote
moreresources$o securitythanto teaching(Devine,1995)andactively pushstudentout
so asto economizeon grosslyinadequatespace staff andinstructionalequipment.The
practiceof cleansinghe schoolof ‘bad kids’ [is] quite widely acknowledge@ndequally
appreciatedy administratorsteacherandcounselors’reportskFine (1988:99), basedn
extendedieldwork in apoorNew York City high school.And for goodreasonptherwise
they would be faced with the impossibletask of catering for tens of thousandsof
additional pupils for which physical infrastructure are non-existent due to the
combinationof political indifferenceand fiscal neglectthat haveturned public schools
into warehouses$or the children of today’s urbanoutcasts.

Now, everyanthropologists liable ‘to noticeandto reportbehaviorunlike thatof his
own culturemorereadily andmorefaithfully thanhe tendsto noticeandreportbehavior
like thatof his own culture’ andthusto ‘overlook or underemphasizthoseelementsof
the foreign culture which resemblehis own’ (Naroll and Naroll, 1965: 24-6). In the
presentcase,the social and cultural distancebetweenthe analystand the object, the
paucity of sustainedield observatiorandthe demonicsocialimagerythat enshroudshe
ghettohavecombinedto hide the fact that forms of social action and organizationthat
may appeardeviant,‘aberrant’,or downrightinexplicablefrom afar (andabove)obeya
local socialrationality thatis well suitedto thereal-life constraintandfacilitationsof the
contemporanBlack Belt.’

16 JonathanCrane’s(1991) work is a caricaturalexampleof suchmoralizing, thinly dressedup in social
sciencedata and rhetoric that, incredibly, found its way into the pagesof the American Journal of
Sociology bringing into full light the political-cum-homileticimport of suchresearchAs Sassie(1990)
hasshown,from the sixteenthto the twentiethcentury,discourse®n poverty havealwaysbeenreflective,
not of the condition and stateof the poor themselvesbut of the key political disordersof the period as
perceivedby social and intellectual elites

17 See, for instance,Fernandez-Kelly's(1993) effective rebuttal of ChristopherJencks’s(1991) pseudo
‘cultural explanation’of teenaggregnancyamongghettoadolescentganad hoc postulationarrivedat by
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At the sametime, to saythata socio-culturalform follows a situatedrationality does
not necessarilyimply that it is specificto that particularlocale or group: many of the
‘adaptations’found in the ghettoare not ‘ghetto-specific’ inasmuchas they have been
recordedamong(sub)proletariang the industrialtownshipsof Europeor Latin America
aswell asamongworking-classyouthsof white andLatino origins in the United States
(e.g.Leite Lopes,1978;Robinsand Cohen,1978; McDermott1985;Foley, 1990; Jones,
1992; McLeod, 1994). Which means,again, that invocation of a ghetto culture a la
Hannerz(1969) cannotsubstitutefor the empirical dissectionof the micro-structuresn
which socialactionandconsciousnesareembeddedn today’sghetto.A furtherirony is
that appealsto Hannerz'sstudy of ghetto lifestyles in Washington’sWinston Street
typically turn its argument upside down since Soulside emphasized persistent
differentationamonga population now stereotypicallyrepresentecas homogenougo
the point of being faceless.Also, Hannerzviewed ghetto residentsas fundamentally
‘bicultural’ and concededhat ‘much of what hasbeenlabelled ghetto-specifichereis
directly relatedto poverty’ (Hannerz,1969:192, 182). Suchcharacteristicare therefore
moreproperlyconceivedasderivativeof classposition(andtrajectory,pastandprobable)
thanaseffectsof castestatusand ghettoentrapment.

To guard againstthis exotic bias, it is indispensibleto effect a moral époche to
suspendudgementover the putative (im)morality of ghettolife and to focus, not on
the most ‘spectacular’ and publicly salient practices, but on the most banal
intercourseand doings of everyday life, the taken-for-grantedforms of perception,
conductand organizationthat composethe ‘paramount,wide-awakereality’ (Schutz,
1962) of the ghetto as an ongoing strategic and interpretive achievement.Now, to
assertthat the ghetto is a ‘meaningful, reasonable,and normal’ social world*® is
neither to romanticize nor to glorify it. Ethnographicobservationestablisheseyond
dispute that the ghettois a brutal and crisis-riddenuniverse,one shot through with
abuse, distrust, misery and despair— how could it be otherwise consideringthe
crushing constraintsand multi-sided compulsionsof which it is the expressionit is
simply to ask that the sameprinciples of analysisand conceptsbe appliedto it asto
any other social system, high or low, glamorous or despised,familiar or alien,
harmoniousor acrimonious. Studies of war-front atrocities, death camps, rampant
ethnocidal conflicts, high-security penitentiaries, or sudden human destruction
wrought by manmadeor natural calamities (Browning, 1992; Pollak, 1991; Spencer,
1990; Sykes, 1971; Erikson, 1976) demonstratethat, even in the most extreme of
circumstances,social life is patterned, regular, and endowed with a logic and
meaningamenableto analytical elucidation.

The task of sociology,then, mustbe to uncoverthe immanentsocial necessitythat
governsthe practicesand life forms of ghetto residents,not to participate in the
fabrication of a new ‘urban Orientalism’— in Edward Said’s senseof the term — of
which the ‘underclass’'would be the loathsomefigurehead.Iln short, we should heed
Everett C. Hughes’s (1980: 99) warning in his insightful discussionof ‘bastard
institutions’— of which the ghettooffers a prime example— that:

default,for lack of a more obviouscausativefactor, and supportedoy common-sensaferenceinsteadof
reasonedobservation),and CatherineEdin’s (1996) devastatingempirical critique of the oxymoronic
notion of ‘welfare dependency’.

18 As Erving Goffman (1961: 7) remindsus in the introductionto Asylums ‘Any group of persons—
prisonersprimitives, pilots, or patients— developallife of their own thatbecomesneaningful reasonable
andnormalonceyou getcloseto it'. To saythata socialworld is ‘normal’, however,doesnotimply that
thosewho participatein it experienceor acceptit as such,as the caseof concentrationcampsreadily
demonstrated-or an ethnographicarrationthat tries to conveythe forms of sociability andthe tissueof
expressivecultural forms through which ghetto residentsactively producethe ‘normality’ (or social
structurein the ethnomethodologicadense)f their daily world in spite of the dilapidationandinsecurity
surroundingthem, cf. Wacquant(1996).
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[they] shouldbe studiednot merelyaspathologicaldeparturesrom whatis goodandright, but
as part of the total complexof humanactivities and enterprisesin addition, they shouldbe
lookedat asordersof thingsin which we canseethe socialprocessegoingon, the samesocial
processesperhapsthat areto be foundin the legitimateinstitutions.

Loic J.D. Wacquant, Departmenbf Sociology,University of California, Berkeley,CA
94720,USA.
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