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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 sociologie, 1913).

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 currentacademic doxaon the
topic and therefore typically go unargued and unquestioned.1 Yet 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 thedilution of the notion of ghettosimply 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
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‘disorganized’ social formation that can be analyzedwholly in terms of lack and
deficiencies(individual or collective) ratherthanby positively identifying the principles
that underlie its internal order and govern its specific modeof functioning. The third,
flowing from the ideaof disorganization,is the tendencyto exoticizethe ghettoand its
residents,that is, to highlight themostextremeandunusualaspectsof ghettolife asseen
from outsideandabove,i.e., from thestandpointof thedominant.Eachof thesepremises
is associatedwith a seriesof analytical misstepsand slippagesthat are so commonly
effectuatedas to go unnoticedor, worse,to appearto be woven into the fabric of the
phenomenonitself. Together, they make up a formidable ‘epistemologicalobstacle’
(Bachelard,1938)to a theoreticallyrigorousandempiricallyaccuratesociologyof racial
conflict andurbanmarginality in contemporaryAmerica inasmuchas they convergeto
efface the boundarybetweencommonsenseperceptionand social scientific analysis,
betweenthe contestedand complex realities to be elucidatedand what peopledeeply
desireto believeaboutthem.2 Thefollowing examinationof theseperniciouspremisesis
offeredasa critical prolegomenonto sucha sociology.

Retrieving an institutionalist conceptionof the ghetto

Recentdiscussionsof raceandpovertyin theAmerican‘inner city’ havetendedto 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 commonelisionof theracialandinstitutionaldimension
of the notion of ghettowhenthey write:

We havedefineda ghettoasanareain which theoverallpovertyratein a censustract is greater
than40 percent.The ghettopoorarethen thosepoor, of any race or ethnicgroup, who live in
such high-poverty censustracts . . . Visits to various cities confirmed that the 40 percent
criterion camevery closeto identifying areasthat lookedlike ghettosin termsof their housing
conditions.Moreover,the areasselectedby the 40 percentcriterion correspondedcloselywith
theneighborhoodsthat city officials andlocal CensusBureauofficials consideredghettos. . . 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 areall ghettosblack.

This (re)definitionof the term deservesto be quotedat lengthbecauseit cumulates
nearlyall of the flaws thathavemarredrecentsuchusagesof the term: (1) it is perfectly
arbitrary(asits authorsreadilyconcedeonpage239):why excluderuralor evensuburban
zonesandutilize censustractsascatchmentarea,theofficial ‘poverty line’ asmeasuring
rod, anda rateof 40% poor personsascut-off point? (2) it is asociologicalin that it is
peggedon householdincome (a notoriously unreliable item in standardizedsurveys,
especiallyamongirregularlyemployedpopulations)andon thevisualstateof thehousing
stock,irrespectiveof thepatterningof socialandeconomicrelationsthatdeterminethem;
(3) it is ostensibly‘deracialized’whenin fact it denotesonly urbanenclavesof colored
poverty, to the virtual exclusionof poor white areas;(4) it is essentiallybureaucratic,
derivativeof administrativecategories,sincethe viability of the conceptis premisedon
theexistenceandavailability of governmentdatasuchastheCensusBureaudesignation
of ‘poverty area’;finally, (5) it unabashedlyconflatesa historical-analytical conceptwith
the lay notionsheld by municipalandstateelites (‘what city officials and local Census

2 As Wittgenstein(1977:17) onceremarked:‘What makesa subjecthardto understand— if it is something
significant and important— is not that beforeyou canunderstandit you needto be specially trainedin
abstrusematters,but the contrastbetweenunderstandingthe subjectand what most peoplewant to see.
Becauseof this thevery thingswhich aremostobviousmaybecomethehardestof all to understand.What
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
perceptionsmight be that serveaswarrantfor thedelineationof theobjectunderstudy.3

This is to forget that mosturbanareasof ‘extremepoverty’ (howevermeasured)in
America’sRustbeltare the direct heirsof yesteryear’surban‘Black Belts’. To say that
they areghettosbecausethey arepoor is to reversesocialandhistoricalcausation:it is
becausetheywereand are ghettosthat joblessnessandmiseryareunusuallyacuteand
persistentin them— not theotherway around.To call anyareaexhibitinga high rateor
concentrationof povertyaghettois notonly arbitraryandempiricallyproblematic;it robs
the term of its historical meaning and obliterates its sociological import, thereby
thwarting investigation of the criteria and processeswhereby exclusion effectively
operatesin it. And it obscuresthe fact that blacks are the only group ever to have
experiencedghettoizationin American society, i.e., involuntary, permanent,and total
residentialseparationpremisedon casteasbasisfor the developmentof a parallel (and
inferior) social structure.4

As suggestedby the historic origins and historiographicusageof the term (Wirth,
1928:11–62;CoopermanandCuriel,1990),aghettois not simply a topographicentity or
an aggregationof poor families and individuals but an institutional form, a historically
determinate,spatially-basedconcatenationof mechanismsof ethnoracial closure and
control (Wacquant,1991).5 In ideal-typical terms,a ghettomay 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 medievalEuropeandAfrican-Americansin the modernUnited States,to (3) a
reserved,‘frontier territory’ (Hogan,1980) in which this population(4) developsunder
duressa setof parallel institutionsthat serveboth asa functionalsubstitutefor, andasa
protectivebuffer against,the dominantinstitutionsof the encompassingsociety(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
structuraldependency(Weaver,1948; Fusfeld and Bates,1984; Logan and Molotch,
1987).Putdifferently, theghettois anethnoracialformationthatcombinesandinscribes
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 ghettoshave historically been placesof endemicand often acute
materialmiserydoesnot meanthata ghettohasto bepoor,nor that it hasto beuniformly
deprived.Certainly, the ‘Bronzeville’ of the 1940swas more prosperousthan southern
black communitiesandcontainedperhapsthe largestand mostaffluent 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.Decliningwhite citiesof thedeindustrializingMidwestor of theAppalachian
hollows, depressedrural countiesof the Mississipidelta,Native Americanreservations

3 All of thesemistakesarerepeatedandamplifiedin Jargowski’s(1996)Povertyandplace:ghettos,barrios,
and the Americancity, which effectively equatesghettoizationwith urbandecay.

4 The uniqueness,intensity and persistenceof black segregationand institutional exclusionover the long
centuryof the ghetto’s lifecourseis amply documentedin the works of Spear(1968), Osofsky(1971),
Kusmer(1976),Zunz (1982),Farley and Allen (1987),Jaynesand Williams (1989),Hirsch (1993),and
MasseyandDenton(1993).

5 In his classichistoricaloverview,Louis Wirth (1964:84–85)rightly insiststhat the ghettois at once‘an
instrumentof control’ and ‘a form of accommodationthrough which a minority has effectually been
subordinatedto a dominantgroup’. Wherehe errs gravely is 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-institutionalism) in the sociologicaltradition, seeDiMaggio and
Powell (1992).An expositionof the conceptof closureandits usagein (neo-)Weberiantheoriesof 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
industrialcolonies’of the wider white society(Clark, 1965;alsoConnolly, 1977).6

An institutionalist(i.e. relational)conceptionof theghettois notonly moreconsistent
with thehistoricroot andusageof theterm.It foregroundsandinterrogatesvariablesthat
more nominalistic or gradationalapproachestend to treat as backgroundconditions
requiring no further investigation,suchas racial division, whosestructuraleffectsmay
vary over time even when ratesremain unchanged,the weak presenceand functional
inefficacy of thosepublic serviceinstitutionsthat arestandardorganizationalfixtures of
other urbanneighborhoods,the protrusiverole of police andpenalinstitutions,and the
absenceof ‘an indigenousexchangevalue engine’ (Logan and Molotch, 1987: 131;
Davis, 1991: 304–9).In particular,it problematizesthat which a linear, ‘demographic’
perspectivetakes for granted: the basesand mechanismsof triage that determine
relegationwithin the penalizedspaceof the ghetto.And insteadof situating the latter
along continuouslinear distributionsof income,housing,segregation,or neighborhood
poverty,an institutionalistapproachseeksto locateunderlyingbreaksin theurbanfabric
and to trace the (re)drawingof the dividing lines of which the ghetto is the physical
manifestation.7

Accordingly, theboundaries,form, internalmakeup,externallinkagesandstructural
supportsof theterritory of exclusionconsideredall becomecentralquestionsthathaveto
beansweredby empiricalanalysis,ratherthandissolvedby definitional fiat. And eachof
the traits that composethe ideal typeof theghettosketchedabove— constraint,stigma,
territorial separationand boundedness,institutional differentiation and parallelism,
functional duplication and dependency— can be turned into a variable subjectedto
precisemeasurement,ascantheir degreeof mutual ‘meshing’.

Forsaking the trope of ‘disorganization’

AnthropologistArjun Appadurai(1992)hasshownthatcertainplacescomecumulatively
to be representedanddiscussedin termsof ‘strong tropes’,i.e., recurrentsetsof images
andnarrativestrategiesthatpredetermineandskewthewaysin which theyareperceived
andconceptualized.In Americansocietyandsocialscience,the‘strongtrope’ enveloping
theghettosinceits originsat thecloseof lastcenturyhasbeenthatof ‘disorganization’.8

6 For a portrait of the ecological, social, and institutional structure and location of poor Latino
neighborhoodsin the American metropolis that spotlights differenceswith the black urban core, see
MooreandPinderhughes(1993).WhetherNative Americanreservationsqualify asa subtypeof ghettoor
are best understoodas a distinct mechanismof ethnoracialsubordinationwould require an extensive
discussionthat is not possiblehere;materialsfor an answercan be found in Snipp (1986) and Cornell
(1990).

7 For a modelstudyof the socio-politicalproductionof urbancleavagesasan institutional (asopposedto
ecological)process,cf. Abu-Lughod’s(1980) reconstructionof ‘urban apartheidin Morocco’ andof the
transmutationof castedivision into classlines in postcolonialRabat;readalsoHirsch’s (1983)masterful
reconstructionof theparamountrole playedby thefederalandlocal statesin recreatingChicago’s‘Second
Ghetto’ between1940and1960.

8 Ward(1989)offersanextendedanalysisof continuitiesandchangesin thesocialcharacterizationof slums,
ghettosand other territories of urban relegationin the era of industrial capitalist expansion.Geoffrey
Biddle’ s (1992) Alphabet City provides a vivid, up-to-date, photographic il lustration of the
‘disorganization’perspectiveasappliedto Loisada,the PuertoRicansectionof New York’s Lower East
Side.A valuablecorrectiveto this monochromaticpictureis CamiloVergara(1995),who drawsa nuanced
visual portrait of different types of ‘ghettos’ (he uses the term in its common-sensicalmeaning of
segregatedanddecayingenclaves):the ‘greenghettos’reclaimedby nature,the ‘institutional ghettos’that
warehousethe undesirable‘poorhousesof the twenty-first century’ (drug densand treatmentfacilities,
homelessshelters,soupkitchens,prisons,etc.),andthe dynamicandfluid ‘new immigrantghettos’.
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FromtheearlyChicagoschoolof humanecologyto studiesof theurbancrisisof the
1960sto recentinquiriesinto theemergenceof theso-called‘underclass’andits fearsome
implications(e.g.ParkandBurgess,1925;Wirth, 1928;ShawandMcKay, 1942;Frazier,
1949;Banfield,1970;Wilson,1987;Anderson,1991;JencksandPeterson,1991,Harrell
andPeterson,1992),analystshaveacceptedasagiventhattheghettocanbesatisfactorily
analyzedin essentiallyprivative terms, by pinpointing its shortcomingsandthoseof its
residentsandby specifyinghow (andhow much)bothdivergefrom ‘mainstream’society
as measuredby putative ‘middle-class’ standards.The categories‘mainstream’ and
‘middle class’areusuallyleft undefinedsothat their boundariesmaybestretchedat will
to fit the analytic or ideological need at hand.9 Thus the ghetto is characteristically
representedas a place of disorder and lack, a repositoryof concentratedunruliness,
deviance,anomie and atomization, replete with behaviors said to offend common
preceptsof morality and propriety, whetherby excess(as with crime, sexuality and
fertility) or by default (in the caseof work, thrift andfamily).10

This profile in defect— in the twofold senseof portraitureandepistemology— is
deeply entrenchedin American social science.Historian Alice O’Connor (1992) has
shown that the assimilationistframework of the Chicagoschool consistentlydepicted
‘poverty, social ‘disorganization’and segregationas inevitableoutcomes’of the quasi-
biotic ‘processesof city growth’ andstudiouslyomitted the strategiesof employersand
the ‘role of politics and local governmentin creating and maintaining ghettos’. E.
FranklinFrazier,thefirst African-Americanchairof Chicago’ssociologydepartment,all
but equatedthenorthernurbanizationof blackswith disorganization.His analysisof The
Negrofamily in Chicago(Frazier,1931)stressedthemaritaldisruption,moraldecadence,
materialdestitution,crimeandvice into which ‘Negroes’inevitablysunkuponmigrating
into the industrial metropolis.Revealingly,he elevatedfamily structureto the rank of
cardinalindicatorof socialdisorganizationamongthe African-American community—
anticipatingby a full half-centuryoneof thechief concernsandstrategiesof hissuccessor
William JuliusWilson (1987) in Thetruly disadvantaged.11

Understandingthe ghettoasan institutional form, ratherthanasan accumulationof
‘pathology’, allows oneto recognizethat it doesnot suffer from ‘social disorganization’
— a morally loaded concept (see Wirth, 1964: 44–9) that is best erasedfrom the
sociologist’s lexicon, its illustrious intellectual pedigreenotwithstanding.As William
FooteWhyte(1943:273,emphasisadded)notedhalf-a-centuryagoin hisclassicstudyof

9 A representativeusageof this commonsensicalduality is ChristopherJencks’s(1991:215–8)excursuson
‘UnderclassversusMainstreamMothers’.Elsewhere,Jencks(in JencksandPeterson,1991:28–9)admits
that, while ‘there is widespreadagreementthat ‘underclass’is an antonymfor ‘middle class’, or perhaps
morebroadlyfor ‘mainstream’(a termthathascometo subsumeboththemiddleclassandworkingclass)’,
it remainsthat ‘Americanshaveneveragreedon what it meantto bemiddleor working class’.Sothat the
key conceptsorganizing his dissectionof the ‘growth of the American underclass’are marred with
epistemicconfusionandsemanticindetermination(aswell assuffusivemoralovertones).Jencksgoeson to
confessthat conformity to scholarly fashion is his only warrant for using this half-scholarly, half-
journalisticnotion: ‘In my judgement[relevantsocial] changesarenot largeenoughto justify substituting
thetermunderclassfor thetermlower class.But sincealmosteveryoneelsenow talksabouttheunderclass
ratherthanthe lower class,I will do the same’(ibid.: 28).

10 ‘The pathologyof the ghettohasservedasa continuinganomalytarnishingthe idealsof Americanlife’,
write Goldfield and Lane (1973: 4–5). ‘The ghetto has symbolizedpoverty in a country of plenty,
discriminationin a nationof equals,diseasein a countryof advancedtechnology,andcrime in a society
predicatedon law’.

11 The large-scale,interdisciplinary,multi-method,empiricalresearchprojectdirectedby Wilson at Chicago
from 1985to 1990to expandandfill in the ‘theoreticalsketch’set forth in Thetruly disadvantagedwas
officially entitled ‘The urbanpoverty and family structureproject’. It devotedconsiderableresourcesto
assessingthe correlatesandimplicationsof family (de)compositionin different ‘poverty areas’.It should
bestressed,however,that in Wilson’s view family ‘dissolution’ is not an independentcausativefactorbut
an interveningvariable that both reveals,transmitsand amplifies the deleteriousimpact of precarious
(male) labor marketstatus.
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the ‘street-cornersociety’ of Boston’sItalian slum,what appearsto outsideobserversas
socialdisorganization‘often turnsout to besimply a differentform of socialorganization
if one takesthe trouble to look closely’. But, in the caseof the black Americanghetto,
close-up,first-handobservationis preciselywhat hasbeengravely lacking in the recent
debate.

Of the27 authorswho contributedto theTheurbanunderclass(JencksandPeterson,
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 basedsawher critique of the ‘underclass’
problematic from an ethnographicand culture-theoreticstandpointscuttled from the
volume.12 Becauseresearchon poverty and race is effectively ruled by economists,
demographers,statistically-orientedsociologistsworking with censusand surveydata,
socialworkersandsocialpolicy experts(or pundits),relevantanthropologicalresearchis
routinely ignoredor, at best,selectivelymentionedto play a strictly ornamentalfunction.

Remarkably,a merehandful of field studiesof black inner-city life haveappeared
sincetheracialuprisingsof themid-1960sandeventhefew thathavebeenpublishedare
moreoftenthannot overlooked— I think for instanceof thesuperbbookby Edith Folb’s
(1980)Runnin’ downsomelines, to mentionbut one.Theresultis that thesame‘classic’
monographsdating from the War on Poverty era, led by the obligatory quaternityof
Oscar Lewis (1966), Elliott Liebow (1967), Ulf Hannerz(1969) and Lee Rainwater
(1970),continueto beritually summoned— andoftengrosslycaricaturedto suit current
preoccupations(Peterson,1991:12–13)— asif the basis,structureanddynamicsof the
lifeworld of the ghetto (sub)proletariathad somehowbeen frozen and its patterns
remainedidenticalthroughthreedecadesof massiveeconomic,spatialandsociopolitical
changes.13

Yet intensive,ground-levelscrutiny basedon direct observation— as opposedto
measurementseffectedfrom a distanceby surveybureaucraciesutterly unfit to probeand
scrutinizethelife of marginalizedpopulations— immediatelyrevealsthat,far from being
disorganized,the ghettois organizedaccordingto different principles, in responseto a
uniquesetof structural and strategicconstraintsthat bearon the racializedenclavesof
the city as on no other segmentof America’s territory (Wacquant,1994a). These
constraintsinclude (1) the unrelenting pressof economic necessityand widespread
material deprivation caused by the withering away of the wage-labor economy,
translatinginto outright deproletarianizationfor growing segmentsof the urban poor;
(2) pervasivephysicalandsocialinsecurity,fueledby theglaringfailings of public sector
institutions and the correlative debilitation of local organizations,fostering in turn
irregular socio-culturalpatterns;(3) virulent racial antipathyconjoinedwith acuteclass
prejudiceresultingin a severeandsystematictruncationof life chancesandconduitsof
opportunity;(4) symbolictaint andterritorial stigmatization,contaminatingeveryareaof
social endeavor,from friendshipand housingto schoolingand jobs, reinforcedby (5)

12 Her nameis not evenmentionedin the list of participantsanddiscussants(JencksandPeterson,1991:v–
vi) andher paperhadto be publishedelsewhere(Newman,1991).

13 Apart from the works of Elijah Anderson,Mercer Sullivan, Martı́n Sánchez-Jankowskiand Philippe
Bourgois,themostinformativeaccountsof everydaylife in today’sdarkghettohavebeenauthorednot by
trainedsocialscientistsbut by journalists:amongthem,SylvesterMonroeandPeterGoldman’sBrothers:
blackandpoor (1988),Alex Kotlowitz’s Thereare no childrenhere(1991),GregDonaldson’sTheVille:
copsandkids in urbanAmerica(1993),LaurieKay Abraham’sMamamightbebetteroff dead(1994)and
William Adler’s Landof opportunity(1995).(In all fairnessit shouldbe pointedout that journalistshave
alsoproducedthemostprejudiced,lurid andabjectlydistorteddepictionsof theghetto).Also relevanthere,
thoughonly rarely used,arethe worksof novelistsof urbanblack America,from JamesBaldwin, Claude
Brown andPiri Thomasto Leon Forrest’sDivine daysandJessMowry’s Six out of seven.
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bureaucratic apathy and administrative ineptness made possible by the electoral
expendabilityof the black poor in a political field thoroughlydominatedby corporate
lobbiesandmoneyedinterests.

Today’s ghettocomprisesa Darwinian social order traversedby continualconflict
over, and competition for, scarce (and diminishing) resourcesin an environment
characterizedby high levels of interpersonaland institutional mistrust,a ‘dog-eat-dog’
worldview,andhigh densitiesof ‘social predators’(Sánchez-Jankowski,1991:especially
22–8). This internal order is continually reinforced from without by the routine
functioningof stateandmarketandit is keptstructurallyperipheralanddependentby the
fragmentationof the political-administrative machinery of the American metropolis
(Weiher,1991;Weir, 1995).Thesocio-analyticreconstructionof thebrokenhabitusand
ambiguousstrategiesof a professional‘hustler’ on Chicago’sSouthSide disclosesthat
the entropycharacteristicof streetlife at the heartof the ghettois in fact patternedand
obeysa distinctive, if unstable,social logic that can be expoundedprovidedone takes
pain meticulouslyto link the ever-shiftinggameof daily optionsto the obdurate(and
invisible) structureof political, economic,and symbolic dominationthat predetermine
their availability, attractionanddifferential payoffs(Wacquant,1993).14

The shift from a problematicof disorganizationto one of ‘organization’ is not
reducibleto a simple changein terminology.It implies, rather,a transformationof the
objectto beconstructed: it meansthattheanalystmustexplicateanddisplayin somedetail
theconcretemodeof structuringof socialrelationsandrepresentationsoperativewithin the
ghetto— theworkof collectiveself-production— wherebyits residentsendowtheirworld
with form,meaningandpurpose,ratherthansimplyreportthatthismodediffersfromthose
that hold swayin othersectorsof society.15 It alsoentailsshowinghow the activitiesof
dominantinstitutions, public bureaucraciesand welfare offices, schoolsand hospitals,
privatefirmsandphilanthropicassociations,policepatrolsandparoleofficers,whichareso
conspicuouslyabsentfrom the normal social scienceof the ‘inner city’, contribute
powerfully to organizing the social spaceof the ghetto in particular and particularly
destabilizingways.It thereforeinvolvesrecognizing,andspecifying,theinstitutionalbases
andlimits of thesituatedagencyof ghettoresidents,sothat their practicesandlife forms
emergenotasmerederivationsof constraintsthatcanbe‘readoff’ structuralconditionsbut
astheproductof their activeengagementwith theexternalandinternalsocialforcesthat
crosscutandmouldtheir world (Abu-Lughodet al., 1994;Bourgois,1995).

Breaking with exoticism

Thetropeof disorganization,in turn,hasreinforcedtheexoticizingof theghetto,thatis, the
artificial exorbitationof thosepatternsof conduct,feelingandthoughtthatdiffer themost
from a norm presumedto representthe broadersocietyandalso, too often, from those
prevalentandacceptableamongghettodwellersthemselves.Thisexoticbiasis anold and
tenaciousone,asSwedishanthropologistUlf Hannerz(1970:313)pointedout long ago:

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

14 On therationalityof socialstructureandactionin slumsmoregenerally,seealsothegerminalanalysesof
Portes(1972) and Perlman(1976) and the researchthey have spawnedon urban marginality in Latin
America.In the United States,the works of Gans(1962)andSuttles(1968)bearcloserereading.

15 I tried elsewhereto highlight the theoretical and empirical gainsmadepossibleby the Copernicanshift
from disorganizationto organizationin the caseof Sánchez-Jankowski’s(1991) long-term participant-
observationstudyof Americanurbangangs(Wacquant,1994b).
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Following this logic, themostdestitute,threateninganddisreputableresidentsof the
racializedurbancore 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 community in toto (Franklin, 1992;
Fainstein,1995).Theendresultis thecontinualreproductionof stereotypical,cardboard-
type, folk imagesof urban blacks — what Ralph Ellison aptly called ‘prefabricated
Negroes’ — that resonatewith and perpetuatehistoric racial prejudice under the
impeccablepositivist garb of surveycategoriesand the falsely neutral idiom of policy
advocacy.

Analystsof thenexusof raceandpovertyhavethusdevotedaninordinateamountof
attentionto theassumed‘pathologies’of ghettoresidents,namely,to thosebehaviorsthat
so-called middle-classsociety considersabnormal,offensive or unduly costly, from
violent crime, school‘dropouts’, teenagepregnancyand labor market‘shiftlessness’,to
the proliferation of ‘female-headedhouseholds’,drug consumptionand trading, and
‘welfare dependency’.Somehavenot hesitatedto amalgamatethesestatusesor activities
underthepejorativeheadingof ‘underclassbehaviors’while othershavegoneyet further
andredefinedtheghettoitself asan ‘epidemicof socialproblems’(JencksandPeterson,
1991:30, 155–6,172, 301,322–3,397 andpassim).16

One could show that many (if not most) of thesecategories,far from reflecting a
value-neutralperspectivefosteringdetachedanalysisand impartial policy prescription,
functionasthinly disguisedinstrumentsof indictmentof theputativelyabnormalconduct
of ghetto dwellers. Take the apparentlyinnocuousbureaucraticdesignationof high-
school ‘drop-out’ touted by many analystsas one variant of ‘underclassbehavior’. It
insidiouslypointsthearrowof responsibilityfor educationalfailure towardsstudentsand
their ‘dysfunctional’ families and environmentwhen in reality most inner-city public
schoolsin largecities havebeentransformedinto quasi-carceralinstitutionsthat devote
moreresourcesto securitythanto teaching(Devine,1995)andactivelypushstudentsout
so asto economizeon grosslyinadequatespace,staff andinstructionalequipment.‘The
practiceof cleansingtheschoolof ‘bad kids’ [is] quitewidely acknowledgedandequally
appreciatedby administrators,teachersandcounselors’,reportsFine(1988:99),basedon
extendedfieldwork in a poorNewYork City highschool.And for goodreason:otherwise
they would be faced with the impossible task of catering for tens of thousandsof
additional pupils for which physical infrastructure are non-existent due to the
combinationof political indifferenceand fiscal neglectthat haveturnedpublic schools
into warehousesfor the childrenof today’surbanoutcasts.

Now, everyanthropologistis liable ‘to noticeandto reportbehaviorunlike thatof his
own culturemorereadilyandmorefaithfully thanhetendsto noticeandreportbehavior
like that of his own culture’ andthusto ‘overlook or underemphasizethoseelementsof
the foreign culture which resemblehis own’ (Naroll and Naroll, 1965: 24–6). In the
presentcase,the social and cultural distancebetweenthe analystand the object, the
paucityof sustainedfield observationandthedemonicsocialimagerythatenshroudsthe
ghettohavecombinedto hide the fact that forms of social actionandorganizationthat
may appeardeviant,‘aberrant’,or downright inexplicablefrom afar (andabove)obeya
local socialrationality thatis well suitedto thereal-lifeconstraintsandfacilitationsof the
contemporaryBlack Belt.17

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 suchresearch.As Sassier(1990)
hasshown,from thesixteenthto the twentiethcentury,discourseson povertyhavealwaysbeenreflective,
not of the condition and stateof the poor themselves,but 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 teenagepregnancyamongghettoadolescents(anad hocpostulationarrivedat by
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At thesametime, to saythata socio-culturalform follows a situatedrationalitydoes
not necessarilyimply that it is specific to that particular locale or group: many of the
‘adaptations’found in the ghettoare not ‘ghetto-specific’ inasmuchas they havebeen
recordedamong(sub)proletariansin the industrialtownshipsof Europeor Latin America
aswell asamongworking-classyouthsof white andLatino origins in the United States
(e.g.Leite Lopes,1978;RobinsandCohen,1978;McDermott1985;Foley,1990;Jones,
1992; McLeod, 1994). Which means,again, that invocation of a ghetto culture à la
Hannerz(1969)cannotsubstitutefor the empirical dissectionof the micro-structuresin
which socialactionandconsciousnessareembeddedin today’sghetto.A further irony is
that appealsto Hannerz’sstudy of ghetto lifestyles in Washington’sWinston Street
typically turn its argument upside down since Soulside emphasized persistent
differentationamonga populationnow stereotypicallyrepresentedas homogenousto
the point of being faceless.Also, Hannerzviewed ghetto residentsas fundamentally
‘bicultural’ and concededthat ‘much of what hasbeenlabelledghetto-specifichere is
directly relatedto poverty’ (Hannerz,1969:192,182).Suchcharacteristicsaretherefore
moreproperlyconceivedasderivativeof classposition(andtrajectory,pastandprobable)
thanaseffectsof castestatusandghettoentrapment.

To guard againstthis exotic bias, it is indispensibleto effect a moral épochè, to
suspendjudgementover the putative (im)morality of ghetto life 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
assert that the ghetto is a ‘meaningful, reasonable,and normal’ social world18 is
neither to romanticizenor to glorify it. Ethnographicobservationestablishesbeyond
dispute that the ghetto is a brutal and crisis-riddenuniverse,one shot through with
abuse,distrust, misery and despair — how could it be otherwise considering the
crushingconstraintsand multi-sided compulsionsof which it is the expression?It is
simply to ask that the sameprinciplesof analysisand conceptsbe applied to it as to
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 taskof sociology,then,mustbe to uncoverthe immanentsocial necessitythat
governs the practices and life forms of ghetto residents,not to participate in the
fabricationof a new ‘urban Orientalism’ — in EdwardSaid’s senseof the term — of
which the ‘underclass’would be the loathsomefigurehead.In short, we should heed
Everett C. Hughes’s (1980: 99) warning in his insightful discussion of ‘bastard
institutions’ — of which the ghettooffers a prime example— that:

default,for lack of a moreobviouscausativefactor,andsupportedby common-senseinferenceinsteadof
reasonedobservation),and CatherineEdin’s (1996) devastatingempirical critique of the oxymoronic
notion of ‘welfare dependency’.

18 As Erving Goffman (1961: 7) reminds us in the introduction to Asylums: ‘Any group of persons—
prisoners,primitives,pilots,or patients— developa life of their own thatbecomesmeaningful,reasonable
andnormalonceyou getcloseto it’. To saythat a socialworld is ‘normal’, however,doesnot imply that
thosewho participatein it experienceor acceptit as such,as the caseof concentrationcampsreadily
demonstrates.For an ethnographicnarrationthat tries to conveythe forms of sociability andthe tissueof
expressivecultural forms through which ghetto residentsactively producethe ‘normality’ (or social
structurein the ethnomethodologicalsense)of their daily world in spiteof the dilapidationandinsecurity
surroundingthem,cf. Wacquant(1996).
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[they] shouldbestudiednot merelyaspathologicaldeparturesfrom what is goodandright, but
as part of the total complexof humanactivities and enterprises.In addition, they shouldbe
lookedat asordersof thingsin which we canseethesocialprocessesgoingon, thesamesocial
processes,perhaps,that are to be found in the legitimateinstitutions.

Loı̈c J.D. Wacquant, Departmentof Sociology,University of California,Berkeley,CA
94720,USA.
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—— (1994b)Le gangcommeprédateurcollectif. Actesde la rechercheensciencessociales101–
102 (March), 88–100.

—— (1995)Elementaryforms of racial domination.RockefellerLecturepresentedto the Nucleo
daCor, InstitutodeFilosofiae CiênciasSociais,Universidadefederaldo Rio deJaneiro,Brazil,
October10.

—— (1996)Un mariagedansle ghetto.Actesde la Rechercheen SciencesSociales113 (June),
63–84.

Ward, D. (1989) Poverty, ethnicity, and the Americancity, 1840–1925. CambridgeUniversity
Press,Cambridge.

Weaver,R. (1948)TheNegroghetto. RussellandRussell,New York.
Weber,M. (1818–20,1978)Economyand society. University of California Press,Berkeley.
Weiher,G. (1991)Thefracturedmetropolis:political fragmentationandmetropolitansegregation.

StateUniversity of New York Press,Albany.
Weir, M. (1995)The Politics of racial isolation in EuropeandAmerica. In P.E.Peterson(eds.),

Classifyingby race, PrincetonUniversity Press,Princeton,217–42.
Whyte,W.F. (1943)Streetcornersociety:thesocialstructureof an Italian slum. TheUniversityof

ChicagoPress,Chicago.
Wilson,W.J.(1987)Thetruly disadvantaged:theinner city, theunderclassandpublic policy. The

University of ChicagoPress,Chicago.
—— andR. Aponte(1985)UrbanPoverty.AnnualReviewof Sociology11, 231–58.
Wirth, L. (1928)Theghetto. The University of ChicagoPress,Chicago.
—— (1964)On cities and social life. Editedandwith an introductionby Albert J. Reiss,Jr, The

University of ChicagoPress,Chicago.
Wittgenstein,L. (1977)VermischteBermerkungen. Suhrkamp,Frankfurt.
Zunz, O. (1982) The changing face of inequality: urbanization, industrial development,and

immigrantsin Detroit, 1880–1920. The University of ChicagoPress,Chicago.

ß Joint EditorsandBlackwell PublishersLtd 1997

Eventsand debates 353


