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"1l Tell You Wlbat' s Pat hol ogi cal

y
Gerald P. Loépez
4/ 27/ 92
DO NOI' CCPY, QJUOTE CR A TE WTHOUT PERM SS ON

It nmust have been alnost thirty years ago when | first came into
contact with the word pathological. Perhaps you renenber those
days. It was sonmewhere around the tine when the great Qus Johnson
played for the Baltinore Bullets, when Nkita Khrushchev led the
Soviet Union, and when the United States was still involved in a
set of wars that together defined our nation's political
consci ousness, the Cold War, the War in Southeast Asia, the War on
Poverty, and what | regard as the GQvil Rghts War. As long ago as
that now seens, | still distinctly recall ny efforts to make sone
sense of the word. Pathological certainly wasn't a termthat |
could renenber ny nom ny dad, ny sister, ny brother or anybody
else in our famly ever using. And that was usual |y decisive for
me. | was a firmbeliever that nomand dad (though they didn't get
Bast hi gh school ) knew a ot of words, especially when you counted
oth Spanish and english. So | half dismssed pathological as
uninmportant or at least irrelevant.

But sonet hi ng nagiged at me. Maybe our not know ng precisely what
the term nmeant, thought to nyself at the tine, was part of the
point being nmade by those who were enploying it. The | abel
pat hol ogical was, after all, being used by experts who had
apparently finally figured out what was wong wth people who
couldn't "make it" here inthe United States the way everybody el se
di d—peopl e who di dn't have nuch noney, education, or clout, people
who couldn't seemto stop getting into nesses and trouble, people
who were part of something that was being called a "culture of
poverty," a termdevel oped explicitly to describe Latino culture,
particul arly Mexican and Puerto Rican cultures. And the |abel was,
‘natural | y" enough, being applied to people | knew well, to the
very Chi canos about whomit seened an insightful explanati on—people
around ny nei ghbor hood, people in ny school, Eeopl e at ny kitchen
table, people who looked an awful lot Iike nme.  Under the
circunstances it wouldn't be at all surprising, | said to nyself,
that | and famly would be the last ones to understand either
our own problens or the fancy word used to best describe them
After all, wasn't that true of pretty nmuch everything that was said
by experts about people like us who lived in places |ike the east
side of Los Angel es?

Back then the word pathol ogical was form dable even beyond its
newness to ne. | remenber that it seemed big, serious, even
sci entific-soundi n% It was one of those words that was even nore
power ful than nost bi g, serious, scientific-soundingwords. It had
the special aura of a |abel experts would use only reluctantly,
only when they had concl uded not hing el se woul d quite do, only when
they had exhausted every other possibility and found thensel ves
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faci ng an unavoi dabl e truth in need of a nane. Maybe ny i npression
of the care wi th which peopl e used pat hol ogi cal was pure del usi on,
or sinple deference to expertise, or sonme conplicated form of
denial. Maybe ny inpression had sonething to do either with how
unusual Iy sonber peopl e | ooked whenever they used the word or with
how they seenmed to enunciate it in a decidedly deliberate, deep-
toned, and drawn-out way. (You know, P-a-t-h-o-l-0-g-i-c-a-1.) In
any event, there was this sense that if you really neant to be
prof oundl y constructive about what you believed to be descri bi ng,
the term was sonetimes just inescapable. Pat hol ogi cal had the
quality of noral as well as scientific truth.

So nuch has changed in the past three decades that on some days the
world feels alnost unrecognizable. Mbst people in the ited
States E_robably don't remenber a great deal about N kita Kruschev
or anything at all about Qus Johnson. That's a pity. Mbst peopl e
don't know how to think about the dissolution of the Soviet Union,
much | ess recogni ze the current nanes of its former parts. That's
reveal i ng. Most people don't know many details about the wars.
That's an enbarrassnment, | think, particularly since down deep they
probably cling to the conviction that we won the Cold OCne, should
have won the Vi et nam(One, and never shoul d have wasted our tine and
noney the way we did fighting the Poverty Cne or naybe even the
AGvil Rghts he. Qher changes have not been in any way gl obal or
nationally promnent, though they still can sonetines |eave ne
disoriented. | no longer live on the east side of L A , thopPh
most of ny famly still calls it home and a part of ne still
resides there. | no |onger believe ny nomand dad knew ever yt hi ng,
t hough even now |' mdi scovering just how rmuch they did know that |
never fully appreciated. And | no longer have the sane yout hful
inpression of big, serious, scientific-sounding words or the
experts who so frequently use them

If the world looks nmuch different now, the word pathological is
still very much with us. Yes, the nane of the gane has changed:
over the past thirty years the "culture of p(_)vert%" debat e
propagated initial Idy to expl ain poor, messed-up Latinos has becone
the "undercl ass" debate devel oped principally to explain poor,

messed-up African Anericans. But, if anything, the |abel
pat hol ogi cal has becone even nore central to explanations of why
sone folks in this country just can't seem to nake it. It no
| onger is a | abel reserved exclusively for sonber intellectuals; in
fact, nowadays its seens downright "in fashion." Everyone throws
around the term Experts in different academc fields,

Pol | cymakers, bureaucrats, people who work for the nedia, and many
awers, social workers, teachers and comunity organizers who
serve as "front-line" activists. Hell, |'ve even heard sone of the
| ow-i ncone peo,ol e wi th whomactivists work describing one anot her
in this way. n the 1990s, the |abel pathol ogi cal has achi eved a
certain cachet. It's hip.

Al though it may now belong to popular culture, the |abel somehow
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seens to retain a distinctive noral and scientific force. To
describe a group of peoples' behavior as Pathological is to offer
aviewthat 1s regarded as, at once, brutally honest and clinically
det ached. It doesn't matter how many tinmes the same things get
witten in Newsweek and Tine. It doesn't matter whet her the person
offering the view is sone highfalutin policy theorist or sone cub
reporter, on the right or on the left, white or of color, runnin

for or from public office. If you're willing to use the [|abe

pat hol ogi cal to describe the behavior of those who are having a
tough tine keeping their lives together in the face of severely
limted job possibilities, sta%?eringly | ow i nconme, poor housi ng,
medi ocre educati on, inadequate health care, and violent crine, you
are admred as sonebody who is alert to the facts, candid, and
perhaps even brave. You're regarded as calling them as you see
them in Anerican life, in a way that's presuned to lead to
nmeani ngful discussion if not productive solutions. And, not
coincidentally, you seem to be saying what many people in this
country want so very much to hear.

Al this has bothered the hell out of ne for sonme tinme now And |
know | haven't been alone. Qher progressives, particularly other
progressives of color, have found this celebration of the
scientific precision and noral bite of the | abel pathol ogical to be
deepl y di st urbing. Qur feelings haven't exactly been a secret.
W' ve at least nentioned themin national policy debates and | ocal
city counsel hearings, in scholarly journals and on op-ed pages, as
part of lawsuits and voter registration drives. Though we' ve not
typically elaborated our concerns in much detail, we've fussed
enough about this rhetoric of pathol ogy that now we oursel ves face
a set of serious charges. W have been accused of running fromthe
truth about peoples' lives, of being unwilling to deal wth what
ot hers see so Iucidly, of contributing through our evasion to the
very conditions we claimto want so badly to transform It seens
we're being told, in increasingly blunt terns, that we're part of
t he pat hol ogy that seens so intractable.

These are serious charges; at least | take themseriously. | don't
know many people who want to be ﬁart of a problem nuch less a
di sease. And no progressive, perhaps particularly no progressive
of color, should want to deepen his own people's msery and
suffering by hiding fromor faking what's hapgening. So | thought
it was about time | begin facing up to what bothers nme about this
rhetoric. Coviously, | don't mean what bothers ne about the word
pat hol ogi cal itself. (Hell, it's an interesting enough word

referring to that part of nedical science that deals with the
nature of diseases, especially the structural and functional
changes caused by disease.) | nean that | need to confront what
aﬁparently bot hers me about the rhetoric of pathol ogy that pervades
the national community's efforts to explain folks who just don't
make it here. That way maybe | can begin to get a handle on Hust
how nuch it hel ps us to understand conditions and dynam cs we claim
to want to correct. That way maybe | can begin to understand why
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its messages seem frank and insightful to some, off-putting and
scapegoating to others, and frightening in one way or another to
nearly everyone.

You shoul d know that | have been warned not to nmake this the topic
of the Gerber Lecture. "It just won't sell to a |law school
audi ence" is howone sociologist put it. "They'll just think it's
al | about your personal politics, not about |aw or |awers." But
| don't believe you buy that any nore than | do. W' ve long since
passed the tine when |law schools could confortably believe that
they could responsibly train future lawers w thout systematically
studyi ng the peopl e and the institutions in whose lives | awers and
|aw intervene. As a lawer, you can't think at all well about
deal maki ng or corporate fraud wthout a deep understanding of how
busi nesses work. As a lawyer, you can't think at all well about
tax reformand consunmer protection wthout a deep understandi ng of
how m ddl e-i ncone peopl e spend and save their noney. And as a
| awyer, you can't think at all well about welfare policies and
educational reformw thout a deep understandi ng of how | ow i ncomne
peopl e get where they are, stretch the little they' ve got, and
regul arly deal with probl ens al nost everyone el se with enough noney
buys their way out of.

But if studying people and institutions is central to educating
every sort of lTawyer, it has a particular urgency when thinking
about training |lawers who nmay do work to chal | enge the status quo
on behal f of people of color, wonen, gays and |esbians, and |ow
I ncome peopl e—en behal f of people | often describe as subordi nat ed,
because they lack the power that IargeI?/ defines and sustains
dom nant groups in this country. Hstorically, the tendency of all
| awyers, 1 ncluding activist |awers, has been to intervene w thout
knowing rmuch about, let alone regularly studying, t hose
subor di nated groups with whomthey work. Yet before there can be
any discussion of strategies and tactics, before there can be any
realistic hope of forgi n]g a relationship that doesn't sinply
reproduce what it hopes to fundanental |y al ter, Pr ogr essi ve | awyers
nmust begin to understand the economc, political and social forces
that create and perpetuate subordination. And the understandi ng of
these forces nmust run deeper than the famliar, superficial
Psychobabbl e that has in the past so often dom nated courthouses,
aw offices and |aw school classroons. If any of us plans on
working with lowincome and relatively powerless people or on
policies that intinately affect them it's our job to try to
understand exactly what the |abel pathological nmay reveal both
about their situation and about any hopes we may have of hel pi ng
themto change it. "Qherwise," to only slightly paraphrase what
a client once told me, "maybe we should just stay out of the way."

The Rhetoric of Pathol ogy
_in the Contenporary"Undercl ass" Debate

The rhetoric of pathology has been central to the so-called
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under cl ass debate for over a decade now Ken Auletta, a journali st
with a master's degree in political science, is wdely regarded as
having popul arized the connection between pathologies and an
unrecogni zed national undercl ass. In a series of 3 articles
appearing in the New Yorker in 1981 and later pulled together in a
1982 Random House book entitled The Undercl ass, Auletta described
hinself as trying to draw national attention to a diverse mxture
of "persistently poor [people] sonehow thought to be outside the
Anerican class system" Wiatever Auletta's ains, the Random House
jacket cover nmade certain no browser or reviewer could mss the
pat hol ogi es of the peopl e who were the focus of the book:

They are the wunderclass: the people who prey on our
communities commtting the senseless, heinous nurders,
rapes, and rmuggi ngs that haunt the news every day; the thieves
who break into our homnes ni?ht after night; the hard-core
unenPoned; the hustlers of the underground econony—the
peddl ers of |loot, the "gentlemen of |eisure," the prostitutes,
t he druE pushers; the passive poor who are unable to cope in
t he wor ada% world; the single nothers living chronically on
wel fare; the strung-out junkies and the aimess juvenile
del inquents; the deranged vagrants and the honeless and
hel pl ess shoppi ng-bag | adies. These mllions of social
dropout s—¥rom New York Gty to CGakland, fromthe nountai ns of
Appal achia and small towns in Mssissippi to the streets of
S. Louis and of Chi cago—account for a di sproportionate anmount
of the street crine, |ong-termwelfare dependency, chronic
unenpl oynent and anti social behavior in Arerica today. Both
traditional poverty prograns and the penal systemhave so far
failed to sociallze these increasingly desperate, often
virul ent nenbers of our society. Can sonething still be done
to help nenbers of the wunderclass beconme productive
citizens—for their sake and ours?

For all this fIanboYance, Auletta, in linking these pathol ogies to
an undercl ass, nerely resurfaced nuch that had been at the heart of
the so-called culture of poverty debate during the 1960s. That
debate began in earnest with the publication at the begi nning of
the decade of Oscar Lews's work about Latinos. (Perhaps you
remenber sone of these books. The Children of Sanchez:
Aut obi ography of a Mexican Famly (New York: Random House, 1961),
La Vida: A Puerto Rican Famly in the Culture of Poverty-San Juan
and New Yor k (New York: Random House, 1966) Five Fam |ies: Mexican
Case Studies in the Culture of Poverty (New York: Basic Books
1959), "The Qulture of Poverty" in Daniel Patrick Mynihan, ed., On
Under st andi ng Poverty: Perspectives from the Social Sciences (New
York: Basic Books, 1968). Lewis's work put a particularly
troubl esone cultural spin on the vicious cycle of poverty that had
been brought to the attention of the Kennedy Adm nistration with
the publication of John Kenneth Galbraith's The Affluent Society
(Boston: Houghton-Mfflin, (1958) and, in particular, of M chael
Harrington's much celebrated The O her America: Poverty in the
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United States (New York: Macm|lan, 1962). According to Lews, the
poverty that Lyndon Johnson decl ared war agai nst was, at |east for
groups |ike Chicanos and Puertorriquefios, attributable to deepl
cultural, self-perpetuating behavior, and not to the socia
organi zation of an industrial society in the way that Harrington
and Gal braith seened to insist.

Al though views about a "culture of poverty" originated in Lews's
efforts to explain certain pathol ogical Latino cultures, th,g?/ wer e
alnmost  inmediately put to use to explain [|owincone rican
Arericans as well. In no tine at all, the "culture of poverty"
debate and the Wite/ Bl ack "race problenmt that centrally ani nated
the AGvil Rghts War becane |inked: each seened increasingly to
define and reinforce the other, in the popul ar inagination if not
in scholarly and policymaking mnds. Race and the Gvil R ghts
War, some claim even played a much nore central role in the
devel opnent of the War on Poverty than conventional historical
wi sdom has thus far acknow edged. In any event, the link between
views grounded in Lews' culture of poverty hypothesis and the
predi canent of mllions of poor African Arericans in the early
1960s becane t horoughl y and heatedly contested wi th the publication
in 1965 of the Mynihan Report on "The Negro Famly" (Ofice of
Policy Panning and Research, The Negro aml{: he Case for
Nati onal Action (VWashington, D.C" Department of Labor, 1965). The
Moyni han Report's assertions about the "disintegration"” of the
Negro famly led to fundamental and passionate disputes over the
objectivity of the research, the effect on scholarship of the
raci al background of social science investigators, and the hidden
agendas of the protagonists in the debate. (Peterson at 4. )
"Amdst this turnoil," as one commentator recently put it, "college
students and younger scholars turned their attention elsewhere,
foundation and governnment agencies reoriented their research
priorities, and universities closed down their wurban studies
programs. " (Id.)

Poverty-focused research may well have dried up during the 1970s,
but the rhetoric of pathol ogy had al ready taken hold of the body
politic. It helped provide the citizenry a way of thinking about
t hose people who had brought their troubles on thenselves (the
"undeserving" poor) as opposed to those who were the victins of
ci rcunstances beyond their control (the "deserving" poor). It
hel ped provide the citizenry an explanation for why they were
correct in believing that hierarchy was natural and justified and
t hat government intervention, particularly inthe formof a "safety
net" tor all those who didn't conpete successfully in the |abor
market, was norally and practically repugnant. ("Hand outs" are
wong because it takes wealth created by conpetent, industrious
i ndividuals and gives it to others who had no legitimate claimon
it. The rhetoric of pathology had taken on a life of its own,
perhaps inspired by the particulars of Lews's and Mynihan's
views, but entirely liberated fromthem too. And, perhaps to the
chagrin of many academcs, the rhetoric's influence over the body
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politic seened not at all danpened by the nmere absence of scholarly
research no one nuch read anyway.

By the md-1970s, what was soon to becone the New R ght began to
argue ever nore forcefully about the illegitimacy of |iberal social
policy interns that echoed and extended the rhetoric of pathol ogy.
They railed agai nst Kennedy, Johnson, the War on Poverty, and the
Gvil Rghts War to be sure. But they railed every bit as
forcefully against Denocratic CGongresses which, even during the
N xon and Ford admi ni strations, nmanaged to federalize a food stanp
program and expand federal rent subsidies for the poor, largely
through "Section 8" subsidies to private devel opers who set aside
apartnents for lowincone famlies. The fact that these prograns
had a profound unevenness to them in part because they were the
pi eceneal products of one or another commttee and not the result
of any coherent social vision, and the fact that there were gapi ng
holes inthis "social net" seened ironically only to further enrage
all those who found l|iberal social policy deeply msguided. Al
that nattered to them was the bottom I|ine: Congress under the
N xon and Ford wat ch manaﬂed ultinately to spend nore noney on its
safety net than Johnson had ever spent on his equal opportunity
pr ogr ans. And that, in their eyes, not just wongheaded but
noral ly corrupt.

In this sense, Auletta's book—how it was crafted, touted and
recei ved—as sinply part of the New Rght politics that cane to
power with Reagan's election in 1980. In linking the rhetoric of
pathol ogy to this new and dangerous underclass, Auletta was only
Futt| ng on paper what peopl e had been thinking for sone tinme, in a
anguage that they were quick to enbrace because it was of course
already quite nearly their own. "Speak openly about these
pat hol ogi es,"” Auletta s book seened to be read as saying," in order
that we mght avoi d deepening them" Auletta hinself nay well have
nmeant, in part, to challenge certain underlying assunptions of
neoconservative politics, but his book seermed to be swallowed and
reinterpreted y them converting it into journalistic
justification for finally being "honest" about poor, mnessed-up,
danger ous peopl e who prey not just on one another but on all of us.
Auletta had lifted the taboo agai nst speaking "the truth,” partl%/
by exploiting and partly by being exploited by the rhetoric o
pat hol ogy. Facing this "truth" through this rhetoric was, yet
again, our neans of national redenption.

Auletta was certainly instrunmental inlinking the famliar rhetoric
of pathology to a new "underclass,” even if he had a ready-nade
audi ence. But a small nunber of social scientists has been nost
influential in building the intellectual franework that underlies
what by now can only be described as an open civic debate about how
to think about and respond to these problens. These soci al
scientists seened catal yzed, and not a |ittle put off, by a public
conversation about poverty that had been shaped so promnently by
journalists and the citizenry. Sone of these social scientists
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want ed to deepen and extend the debate; others wanted to narrow and
sharpen it. Al seened anxi ous, however, to take advantage of the
fact that the taboo agai nst speaking openly about the "obviousl
pat hol ogi es" of the poor had been I|ifted. E ther they were
conservatives and correctly perceived that they're tinme had cone.
Q they were liberals (or to the left of l|iberals) and perceived
that the debate they had abandoned now tilted heavily, if not
irretrievably, toward the right.

These social scientists included promnent (though not exactly
househol d) nanes |i ke Thomas Sowel | and Charl es Murray, Chri st opher
Jencks and Robert Geenstein, Paul Peterson and Theda Skocpol .
But, wthout question, the central figure has been WIIliamJulius
Wl son, a highly acclainmed African Arerican soci ol ogi st and public
policy theorist, a McArthur Prize Fellow who teaches at the
Uni versity of Chicago. Building on his earlier scholarly work,
Earti cularly his 1978 book The Declini ng Significance of Race, and
orrow ng the termAul etta had popul ari zed, WIson's book The Truly
Di sadvantaged: The Inner City, The Underclass and Public Policy
first appeared in 1987 and has, ever since, been the focal point of
serious intellectual inquiry. (The Truly D sadvantaged: The I nner
CGty, The Underclass and Public Policy, Ghicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1987). Wnlike Auletta who set out to describe a
di verse underclass (and who was later criticized for sloppily
| unpi ng groups |ike nothers on AFDC and heroi ne addi cts under the
sane | abel ), WIlson ained in particular to explain the expl osi on of
an African Anerican underclass incities |ike Chi ca?o, a popul ati on
that he openly regarded as havi ng been deserted by [iberal scholars
in the 1970s and 1980s and left to the intellectual and policy
itinerary of the right. Because he self-consciously hoped to
correct this failing, WIson nade a poi nt of el aborat eli; connecti ng
his theoretical explanations to "a conprehensive public policy
agenda to inprove the life chances of truly disadvantaged groups
such as the ghetto underclass."

Wl son's basic account is straightforward. Bl ack ghettos have
al ways been poor. But only since roughly the md-1960s have they
also been characterized by what he described as a "tangle of
ﬁat hol ogi es,” including violent crine, teenage pregnancy, fenale-
eaded househol ds, and wel fare deﬁendency. The mai n cause of these
di st ur bi ng changes, said WIson, has been a profound transformation
in the econony. In the face of increasing conpetition fromforeign
countries, the United States has been noving from a unionized,
ol igopolistic, manufacturing econony to a nore conpetitive, |ess
uni oni zed, service econony in which hourly earnings are falling
while skill requirenments are rising. These changes are having a
di sproportionate effect on inner-city African Areri cans because the
|l oss of manufacturing jobs has been greatest within the [|arge
cities like Chicago In the mdwest and like Baltinore in the
nort heast, and nost of the new, high-technol ogy service industries
are located in smaller cities or on the fringes of the netropolitan
ar ea. Chetto blacks do not have ready access to the new | obs
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because the jobs are difficult to reach and educational
requi renents are high. As a result, the percentage of urban,
wor ki ng age bl ack men who are enployed in stable, reasonably well
paid jobs has fallen dramatically.

Even prolonged jobl essness mght not have led to the tangle of
pat hol ogi es, said WIson, had the econonmi c transfornati on not been
acconpani ed by the departure of the African American mddle- and
wor ki ng-cl asses from ghettos where they had previously been
confined by legalized residential segregation. If mddle- and
wor ki ng-class famlies had not |eft the ghetto in pursuit of jobs,
better housing and nore effective education, argued WIson, then
inportant inner-city institutions |ike churches, schools, stores,
and recreational facilities would have survived and helped to
sustain and socialize the black poor around traditional famly
val ues. Wth the exodus of bl ack m ddl e- and worki ng- cl asses, the
ghetto lost what WlIson called its "social buffer." Little
remained to st o,o poor Dblacks from thinking that not just
j obl essness but wel f are dependence, femnal e- headed househol ds, crine
and drugs were, as Wlson puts it, "away of life." (p. 57). GCone
were the "role nodels," to use Wlson's words, keeping alive the
i dea "that education is neaningful, that steady enploynent is a
viable alternative to welfare, and that famly stability is the
norm not the exception.” (p.56)

Both in The Truly Di sadvantaged and in subsequent work, WIson
trunpeted his own ideas as a considerable inprovement on the two
sets of what he calls "easy explanations" that have dom nated
intellectual and policy debate since the late 1950s—anel ?/
expl anations of a "culture of poverty" that have been persistently
pronoted by the right, and explanations of racism tenaciously
advanced by the left. He has been particularly careful to try to
di stance his account of the black urban underclass from"culture of
poverty" arguments, particularly as they have been reduced and
ref raned by neoconservative researchers like Charles Mirray. Wil e
Wl son has admtted that "ghetto-specific cultural traits are not
irrel evant in understandi ng the behavior of inner-city residents,"
ép. 137) and while he has openly confessed that "it would be
ogmatic to rule out . . . the possibility that sone cultural
traits may in fact take on a life of their ow for a period of tine
and t hereby becone a constraining or liberating factor in the life
of certain individuals and groups in the inner-city," he has
Insisted that these pathol ogies are the result of joblessness and
social isolation, and that they are neither self-perpetuating nor
exacerbated by "liberal social policies.” The "key conclusion from
a public policy perspective,” said WIlson, "is that prograns
created to alleviate poverty, |joblessness, and related forns of
social dislocation should place primary focus on changing the
social and economc situations, not the cultural traits, of the
ghetto underclass." (p. 137).

Wl son has perhaps even less patience for explanations of the
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pat hol ogi cal black ghetto underclass that are grounded in clains
about contenporary racism Hstorical racism as he put it,
certainly has led to a disproportionate concentration of blacks in
| npoveri shed urban ghettos. "No serious students of Anerican race
relations,” said Wlson, "can deny [this] relationship." (p. 10)
But contenporary racismis not central to, or perhaps even a
necessary part of, an explanation for the black urban underclass
and its pathol ogi es. How can racism asked WIson, explain a
deterioration in the inner city that has been nore rapid in the
post-civil rights era than in the era that inmmediately preceded
notable civil rights victories? How can racism asked WI son,
explain a black mddle class that prospered during the sanme years
that the black ghetto underclass deteriorated. “Me does not, "
insisted Wlson, "have to 'trot out' the concept of racismto
denonstrate, for exanple, that blacks have been severely hurt by
dei ndustrialization because of their heavy concentration in the
aut onobi | e, rubber, steel, and other snokestack industries."

Wlson is, | think, justified in pronoting his ow theory as
consi derabl e i nprovenent over the "easy explanations" he nmeans to
counter and ultimately bury. It's not so nuch that his book won

scholarly recognition like the C Wight MIls Anard of the Society
for the Study of Social Problens and popul ar acclaim |ike being
selected by the editors of the New York Ti mes Book Revi ew as one of
t he sixteen best books of 1987. Lots of fatuous junk gets heavy

praise in and out of the acadeny. It's that The Truly
Di sadvant aged has actually noved intellectual debate to a nore
demandi ng, even responsible level. Unlike nost of the work that

had previously informed conventi onal w sdom about the ghetto poor,
Wlson's views were inforned by an unusual wealth of information
set within a broad and evocative frane of analysis. After Wlson's
book appeared on the scene, historical, economc, and soci ol ogi cal
activity seened again obviously crucial to understandi ng not |ust
how t he ghetto poor got where they are but how they m ght get out.
In many 1 nportant respects, WIlson's work shifted the terns of the
debate, and in no small way reinvigorated it, at least for
intellectuals, think tanks, foundations, universities and sone
pol i cynakers. In other words, The Truly Di sadvantaged is one of
t hose unusual books that actually deserved the attention and the
honors it received.

That's not to say WIson's analysis necessarily hangs together.
Even on its own terns, it seens open to doubts, disagreenents and
criticisnms, many of themenpirical. For exanple, a grow ng body of
evi dence suggests to sone that the fact that many jobs noved out of
the inner-city to the suburbs may have only a nodest effect on
African Anmerican teenagers' chances of working and may not nmatter
much at all for older nmen. Even unenploynment for younger African
Anerican nmen may, in the viewof others, have less to do with the
| ocation of jobs and nore to do with the twn facts that a slack
| abor market disproportionately affects ghetto residents and that
this nation has decided that it would rather control inflation than
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tighten up the job market. And, still others insist, that ghetto
bl acks marry | ess today than before not sinply because |abor mnarket
conditions for young black nmen have grown steadily worse, but
Ber haps because the econom c position of black wonen relative to
|l ack nen increased significantly since the 1950s, and perhaps
because nore young bl acks enroll and stay in school, where student
marriage rates are lower than rates for non students.

W I son responds to these sorts of challenges to his anal ysis al nost
as quickly as they are issued. To the assertion that his theory
has overenphasi zed the msnmatch between job |ocation and ghetto
resi dence as an explanation for underclass unenpl oynent, W]I son
replies with citations to recent studies that he insists support
his analysis by revealing how nmuch the enpl oynent of inner-city
African Amrericans has deteriorated relative to suburban African
Anericans, by disclosing that inner-city African Amrericans have
| ess access to enpl oynent than do central -city whites (as neasured
by the ratio of jobs to people and the average tine to and from
work), and by denonstrating that the inner-city African Anericans
woul d be significantly nore likely to have a job if they lived in
the suburbs than if they lived in the ghetto. To the assertion
that his theory has overenphasized the relationship between the
sharp rise in poor single-parent famlies wth the declining
enpl oyment status of young black nmen, WIlson replies with a
citation to a recent study that he insists supports his analysis
(if only in a qualified way) by revealing that black men in inner-
city Chicago who have stable work are twice as likely to marry as
bl ack men who are jobless and not in school or in the mlitary,
though this disparity in rates admttedly declines for older
gr oups.

What ever our judgnent on the nerits, the very existence and nature
of these exchanges reveal just how successful WIson has been in
his efforts to refrane, deepen and enliven the national debate
about poverty in the United States. To a renmarkable degree, the
exchanges are cast as reactions to Wlson's work, yes not always
supporting, sonetines disputing, certai nIK refining what he's had
to say, but al nost always responding to the theoretical questions
and the practical quandaries his work principally defined. And the
exchanges often take pl ace in anything but the | owprofile, poorly-
financod seclusion that defines so much of what social scientists
and ot her academ cs do. The exchanges over Wl son's work occur in
conferences supported by outfits like the Ford, Rockefeller and
Car negi e Foundations, where vying positions are informed by data
recently collected by think tanks like the University of
Wsconsin's Institute for Research on Poverty, the Center for W ban
Affairs. and Policy Research, the National Institute for Child
Heal th and Hurman Devel opnent, and WIson's own Wban Poverty and
Famly Structure Project, which are, in turn, financed by
organi zations and agencies like the Carnegie and Russell Sage
Foundations and the Departnent of Health and Human Services.
Conference papers and proceedings are then published by presses



12

| i ke Brookings, The American Acadeny of Political and Soci al
Science, Harvard University Press and Basic Books. And these
publications are, in no tine at all, reviewed and discussed in
nmagazi nes that range from Commentary to D ssent, fromthe New York
Revi ew of Books to Peopl e Magazine and regularly relied upon, if
not cited chapter and verse, by the nedia, particularly in its
down-and-dirty coverage of inner-city life.

The Price of Success

Yet all this success cane at a price. To gain this extraordinary
intellectual and cultural influence, WIlson's viewhad to have been
in harnmony with the rhetoric of pathol ogy in ways he seens either
unable to acknowedge or at least too ready to dismss as
uninportant. That nmay seem inaccurate, even unfair. After all,
W | son spent consi derabl e space and energy carefully explaining in
The Truly Di sadvantaged (and then in | ater exchanges) precisely why
he was willing to openly di scuss, as he put it, "the sharp increase
I n social pathologies in ghetto communities.” And | have no reason
to believe that he was anything other than forthright in his
expl anations. (A least inny eyes, he's absolutely not, as a few

have shouted and many others have whispered, a closeted
reactionary, a nore technically capable Thomas Sowell in drag.)
Still, | believe the rhetoric of pathol ogy, powerful paradi gmthat

it is, dictated in nany ways what WI son could see, what he could
ask questions about, what he could count as rel evant evi dence, and
what he could consider as powerful explanations. It manifestly
skewed both the terns in which Wlson franed his theory and the
i npact his book had on the popul ar and intellectual environnent of
whi ch it al nost instantaneously becanme a central and featured part.
In other words, there's reason to believe Wlson's analysis in The
Truly Di sadvantaged has been unusually influential because it was
alnost as prescripted as it was surprising.

Let ne explain. WIlsonis, by any nmeasure, a gifted intellectual.
He asks anbitious questions. He fairly evaluates avail able
evi dence. He resourcefully gathers new data where others
frequently have relied upon data too narrow or too general to be of
much hel p. He draws on a variety of disciplines in trying to
under stand how to approach, how to anal yze and how to respond to
what we know And, by all accounts, he works well wth others,
inviting their views, integrating many of their insights, and
testing his own tentative concl usions al ong the way. Like the rest
of us, however, and by his own adm ssion, WIson's work reflects
his own deeply held convictions. As he put it in The Truly
D sadvant aged, "despite pious clains about objectivity in social
research, it is true that values influence not only our selection
of problens for investigation but also our interpretation of
enpirical data." (p.5 Deeply-held convictions don't necessarily
i nval i dat e an expl anation, but as he hinself cautioned "attenpts to
arrive at a satisfactory expl anati on nay be inpeded by i deol ogi cal
blinders or views restricted by val ue premses."
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By the time WI son researched and wote The Trul y D sadvant aged, he
was, if anything, a mature thinker with certain val ues and deepl y-
hel p convictions. As his ow published work reveal s, already saw
the world in terns conpatible with the rhetoric of pathol ogy and
enpirical social scientific nethods. Wen in The Truly
Di sadvant aged he | ooked at the South S de of Chicago—and certainly
when he | ooked at Iar_ge housi ng projects |ike Cabrini-Qeen and the
Robert Tayl or Homes—he saw, predictably enough, not just social
probl ens but the sane "tangle of pathologies" he had used al nost
ten years earlier to define the ghetto wunderclass in his
influential book The Declining Significance of Race. And he didn't
ust see {obl essness, fenal e-headed househol ds, out-of -wedl ock
irths, welfare dependency, and crime as pathol ogies and | eave it
at that. He saw conplex, interrelated issues that needed to be
defined, franmed, hypothesized about, and studied. For him
concepts |ike class and race needed to be functionally defined, and
phenonena |ike causation needed to be neticul ously spelled out so
that data coul d be col |l ected and di gested, so that hypot heses coul d
be advanced, tested, refined, or discarded, if necessary. Loose
specul ation, of the sort too often engaged in by journalists, and
even close descriptive studies of ghetto life, of the sort
occasionally engaged in by social reformers and anthropol ogi sts,
may detail the conditions of urban poverty but, in WIson's words,
"provided Ilittle in the way of analytical insights on the
relationship between poverty and the social organization of
industrializing society." (p. 165)

But Wlson's analysis in The Truly D sadvant aged refl ected not just
his agreement with the rhetoric of pathology and not just his own
robust approach to social research. WIson understood that, in the
political climate of the 1980s, liberals of all sorts ﬁperhaps
particularly a self-described "social denocrat" |ike hinself) had
to be wlling not just to acknowedge but to "address
straightforwardly the rise of social pathologies in the ghetto."
QG herwi se, said Wlson, they coul d not exlgect to gain an audi ence,
torelegitinate |iberal perspectives on the ghetto underclass, and
to provoke, in his words, a "nore bal anced intellectual discussion
of why the problens in the inner city sharply increased" (p. 5).
Since Wl son already sawthe ghetto poor in terns of pathol ogy, It
was not at all diffrcult, let alone disingenuous, for himto nerge
effective strategy and honest analysis. That's why in The Truly
Di sadvant aged Wl son took the opportunity to i ssue what armounted to
anewcall toarns. No |onger, declared WIlson, can liberals avoid
describing behavior that mght be construed as unflattering or
stigmati zing. No longer, insisted WIlson, can liberals refuse to
use such terns as undercl ass. No longer, warned WIson, can
liberals reinterpret every pathol ogi cal aspect of ghetto life as
unequi vocal evidence of the resilience, creativity and courage in
the face of an oppressive society. And no |onger, enphasized
Wl son, can liberals explain everything in terns of contenporary
raci sm
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Wlson's strongly personal sense of intellectual honesty and
political practicality guided him in producing an analysis that
reveal s, ironically enough, not so nmuch that he chose what he was
buying into but that he responded as an integrated part of what had
becone, by 1987, a national way of thinking. For all of WIlson's
r emar kabl e resour cef ul ness and obvi ous passi on, the anal ysis in The
Truly Disadvantaged originated in a script that had been witten
alnost three decades before his book was published—a script
authored not by Gscar Lewis alone, not by Gscar Lew s and Danie
Moyni han together, but by a national community that alnost
instinctively adopted, then regularly reinforced, the basic
structure and practices of the rhetoric of pathology. For all his
del i berateness in approaching work, WIson seens to have been
unaware of just how much this rhetoric may have been mnaking
fundanental decisions for him decisions that shaped how he
approached and responded to all that he saw and studied. Perhaps
nowhere is this nore telling than in WIlson's painstaking efforts
to di stingui sh what was, fromhis perspective, the fresh conplexity
of his own ideas fromboth the left's tired and sinplistic race-
based explanations and the right's equally tired and sinplistic
culture of poverty expl anati ons.

Wlson's desire to distance hinself fromthe nore vul gar versions
of racismas an explanation seementirely understandable, if only
because such explanations tried to explain the economc and soci al

situation of ghetto blacks exclusively in terns of the "conscious
refusal of whites to accept blacks as equal human beings and their

willful, systenatic effort to deny blacks equal opportunity.”

(p-10). But Wlson's efforts to distance his analysis fromthis
rather limted version of contenporary racism appears to nmask a
certai n fundanment al anbi val ence. Althou%h he bel | eves that ghetto
bl acks have been nmade nore vul nerabl e because historical racism
left themless able to adapt to changes in the political econony,

and al though in recent essays he insists that contenporary raci sm
no doubt “"contributed to the increasing social and econom ¢ woes of

the ghetto underclass"” (page 605 Ethics) , at sonme deep |evel he
seens unable to deal wth-er at least to integrate into his
anal ysi s—any version of contenporary racismother than the one he
so justifiably rejects.

At first glance, this may seemodd, maybe even paradoxical. Ever
the resourceful intellectual, WIson is obviously aware that
contenporary racism has been described, both by highly visible
intellectuals and by largely invisible people on the street, as
operating in conplex ways that can't be sinply reduced to consci ous
and wi Il ful activity. But here Wlson's particular brand of soci al
science and political pragmatism win out over the nore
intellectually eclectic and streetwi se parts of himthat believe
contenporary racismexists and matters. WIson rejects the idea
that the deteriorating position of the ghetto poor should be
discussed in ternms |ike "the economc structure of racism”
Probl ens that are about the broader issues of economc organi zation



15

are, for Wlson, "not nade nore understandabl e by associ ati ng t hem
directly or indirectly with racism" particularly when raci sm has
been used so indiscrimnately, with so many definitions, to cover
up a lack of information and know edge of conpl ex issues. (p. 12)
Besi des, says WIlson (and this seens for himto be the kicker),
"indiscrimnate use of this termin any analysis of contenporary
racial problens inmmedi ately signals that the argunments typify worn-
out themes and nake conservative witers nore interesting in
conpari son because they seem on the surface at |east, to have sone
fresh ideas." (p. 12

W| son makes good sense in wanting to correct for the past tendency
to sloppily and fervently reduce conplex issues to nothing but
racism particularly if racism is defined as intentional and
willful. And of course WIlson seens right in aPpreciating t hat
this nation long since passed its short-li1ved wllingness to hear
argunent s about, nuch | ess accept responsibility for, inequalities
that are the product of persistent racism But WIson's response
overcorrects for past sloppiness and overacquiesces in this
country's resistance to clains of contenporary racism Instead of
trying to deveIoF a working definition of contenporary racismthat
matches its conplexity in social life, WIson ended up developin?
atheory that, ineffect, radically isolates and [imts the role o
race. Instead of recognizing howrace hel ps shape the politics of
the state and the narket, WI son ended up seeing only howthe state
and the market hel ped configure race relations. In The Truly
D sadvantaged, it is economc transfornmations and other "race-
neutral" factors that for WIson best explain the pathol ogi es he
sees in the South Side of Chicago.

Maybe describing the world in this way seens nore nmanageable to
academ c sociologists and nore attractive to mai nstream readers.
But it's a description that is not just counter-intuitive but
counter-factual. As nuch as WIlson would like to believe that the
switch from a manufacturing to a service econony and the
subur bani zation of industries are the nore or |ess unavoi dabl e
results of inpersonal economc structures, they are choi ces made by
peopl e and institutions. Like all choices, they are of course
often inpelled by forces that appear to be beyond our inmediate
control. They may even seemto have nothing to do with us. But
they are neverthel ess exercises of private and public will and are
no nore "race-neutral" than they are "gender-neutral," and "cl ass-
neutral ." Wl son makes the mstake of concluding that since
intentional and wilful racismcan't plausibly be described as the
only cause of the social deterioration of urban ghettos, it nakes
sense to assign race no significant rol e whatsoever. According to
WIlson, the only alternatives for explaining how the ghetto poor
have been affected by the operation of the political econony are
either intentional discrimnation or race-neutral dynam cs.

Wlson's account of racismmay not even sit well with him That's
ny hunch anyway. |It's not just his acknow edgnent that perhaps he
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originally understated how much present-day enpl oyers consciously
screen black ghetto residents fromtheir enpl oyee pools, treatin

"ghetto bl ackness" as a proxy for bei ng uncooperative, unstable an

unproductive. It's that in his nore recent essays he has stressed
nore than he did initially in The Truly D sadvantaged how
contenporary racismmay well worsen the woes of the ghetto poor.
But he stresses "worsen" rather than "hel p cause" because his world
view and his sense of practical politics preclude him from goi ng
further. There is no place for conplex ideas of racismin an
analysis that was franed and nmarketed, in significant part, to
di savow the slipshod and tired use of race as a conceptual devi ce.

In order to avoid sounding |ike yet another race-fixated |iberal,
Wl son fashioned a role for race in his theory that he hinself
shoul d have troubl e believing.

But it is not nerely WIson's insistence on isolating and
oversinplifying race as a factor in explaining the decline of
ghetto communities that is revealing, it is also the related ease
with which he appears to describe each of these comunities as
essentially a "tangl e of pathol ogi es,” even as he tries to di stance
hinself from the right's tired "culture of poverty" thesis.
Wl son's desire to distinguish his position fromthe "culture of
poverty" explanations seens entirely understandabl e. Such
argunents rest on the inplausible premse that culture is a self-
per petuating and i nperneabl e "thing," passed on al nost genetically
fromone generation to the next, never influenced by, say, other
“cultures" or by any other social, political or economc forces.

But Wlson's effort to disavow the "culture of poverty" thesis
seens again to nmask a nore fundanmental anbival ence. A though he
bel i eves that black ghettos aren't self-perpetuating cultures, at
sone deep level he apparently finds a scientific and noral
truthful ness in | abeling (and understandi ng) the social problens of
the ghetto poor in terns of pathol ogy—+n terns that take their form
and content fromthe very culture of poverty theory he otherw se
rejects. So nmuch does this rhetoric seem"to speak" to WI son that
he never even bothers to define "pathol ogy" or, perhaps nore
Inportantly, to pause and ask whether talking in this way about the
soci al conditions and behavior of the ghetto poor seens accurate,
il lumnating, and hel pful to anbitious social analysis.

These failures seem at first glance, strange and inexplicable

Ever the responsible social scientist, WIson characteristically
defines the central terns he chooses to enploy in his work and
expl ai ns why such terns seemaccurate, illumnating and hel pful to
the analysis. And, as an astute intellectual historian and
political pragmatist, WIson typically attends to, and has strong
views about, the role of rhetoric in honest and effective soci al
t heory. Both in The Truly Disadvantaged and in later essays

W son spent considerable energy explaining the promse and the
threat of using a termlike "underclass" to describe ghetto bl acks,
an expl anation that sensibly took account of the conplicated role
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the termal ready played not just in social scientific circles but
in the popular inmagination. But Wlson's failure to define and
justify the rhetoric that is the inpetus and fulcrum of his
analysis reveals, | think, just how much he, like so nan?; bef or e
hi mand around hi m unsel f-consciously conflates tal ki ng honest |
and effectively about the social problens of ghetto blacks wt
tal ki ng about pathologies. Even as he tried to distance hinself
from Gscar Lewis, Charles Mirray, and others |ike them he never
underscores the reliability of the rhetoric of pathology as an
I ssue, much less an issue central to the very legitinmacy of his
anal ysi s.

Had WIlson nore carefully considered his choice of rhetoric, 1'd
|ike to believe he woul d have found the matter deeply problenatic.
In The T_ruI?/ Di sadvant aged, pathol ogi cal and heal thy appear to be
presunptively treated as categories around which social analysis
can be productively organi zed. | say "appear" because WI| son never
explicitly defines pathol ogical and he never so nuch as nentions
health?;. He aBpar ently regards this as unnecessary. | suppose
that shouldn't be surprising. Wile WIson never clarifies what's
heal thy and why the bl ack underclass diverges fromthe norm it's
not very difficult to discernthat he is inpli Cltl?/ contrasti ng t he
ghetto poor with sonething like two, heterosexual, wedded adults
who have babies the famly can afford to support. And while WIson
never explicitly elaborates why his "straight" viewof life should
be regarded as superior, it's not all that hard to piece together
(though admttedly with a little guessv\ork?1 that he probabl y means
to defend in rather traditional terns rather traditional views of
gender, famly life, sexuality, work and |aw abi di ngness.

But the probl emruns deeper still. Even had WIlson nore explicitly
defined his categories, it's far fromself-evident that they are
lucid, stable or even coherent. W] son nowhere addresses whet her
any group of people has ever conforned to his tidy picture of
heal thy Americana in a way that would permt the conditions and
behavi or of ghetto bl acks to be reliably and responsibly, nuch |ess
presunptively, contrasted as singularly pathol ogical. Think only
for a nonent about what WIson did not consider when naking the
rhetoric of pathology so central to The Truly D sadvantaged.
African Arericans who live in today's ghettos are not the only
African Amreri cans who have ever scuffl ed and hustl| ed—yes, sonetines
or even regularly "broken the law'—+0 get by. Reliable evidence
tell us many African Americans, even those who have been "fully
enpl oyed,"” have had to scuffle and hustle because wage | abor
available to them has been unreliable as a neans of survival.
Modern ghetto nei ghborhoods are not the only ones manifesting
I ncreased joblessness, reliance on welfare, and fenale-headed
househol ds. Statistics indicate that nmost  "nainstreant
nei ghbor hoods ar e evi denci ng t hese sanme characteristics, perhaps to
an extent even greater than ghetto nei ghborhoods.

G course, there's nore. Mdern ghetto residents are not the only
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fol ks increasingly having kids out of wedl ock. Reliable evidence
reveal s that births anmong unmarried white fenal es have increased,
too, and continue to do so even as the increase has slowed anong
their African Anerican counterparts. Mdern ghetto residents are
not the only folks who do thenselves in with serious substance
abuse. Reliable evidence tells us that substance abuse pervades
nearly every nei ghborhood, community, and canpus; there are even
i ndications that the crack-cocai ne use rraK be higher anmong sone
affluent white suburbanites than among hard-core ghetto poor.
Chetto drug lords are not the only fol ks who devel op and sustain a
narket at apparently any price and who are into "paper,” "Benzos,"
"Beeners," "\ettes,” and "fine females.” Reliable evidence tells
us that many "captains of industry" and a fair share of governnent
officials are thenselves heavy into noney, fancy cars, and
beautiful wonmen and are willing to countenance soci al devastati on,
and yes, even nurder, to maintain their nmarket share.

The nessiness of social reality undermnes WIson's categorical
schene in yet other ways still. It's not just that what's true of
sone African Anericans living in socially isolated ghettos is al so
true of African Anericans in past decades and of white people
today. It's also that which people it's true of, both inside and
outside the ghetto, can often shift with time and circunstance.

Peopl e of all sorts have been, by turns, in and out of #obl essness.

In and out of needing government help. In and out of scuffling,
hustling, "getting over," and breaking the law in one way or
another to get by. In and out of wedlock and in and out of single
parenting. In and out and in and out and, yes, too often back into
substance abuse. In and out of and in and out of and, yes, too

often back into conspi cuous material consunption and controlling a
market at any price. The fact is the lines between heal thy and
Bat hol ogi cal don't just blur and shift, they zigzag, and not just
etween groups, but even within groups and even within a single
individual"s lifetime. It sonetines seens that nore often than not
peopl e straddl e the two categories in ways that nmake it difficult,
I f not neani ngl ess, to describe their behavior as either heal thy or
pat hol ogi cal al ong the di mensi ons that seemso inportant to WI son.

Don't msunderstand ne. That the behaviors of the ghetto poor
W/ son has described as a "tangl e of pathol ogi es" are on the rise
I n mai nstreamsoci ety shoul dn't al one m ni m ze our concern for what
may be self-destructive in these behaviors. That's all the nore

true, | suppose, if you agree with W/l son that these behaviors are
"far nore characteristic of inner city ghettos and inimcal to
successful performance in the larger society." In any event, |

certainly amnot into ronanticizing drug dealing, vicious noney
maki ng practices, or homcides anmong the "ghetto underclass" or
anybody el se. Sill, | think WIson keeps mssing the point,
certainly the point 1'mmaking. No one is asking WIson or anybody
else not to study the situation of African Americans in this
nations's urban ghettos. No one is asking himnot to wite about
what he learns in bold and honest terns. one is asking hi mnot
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to argue and lobby for policies he regards as responsive to
circunstances in need of revitalization.

What | am asking is that WIson reconsider whether the very
rhetorical terns in which the debate is currently franed accurately
reflect social reality—ot the sinplistic portrayal of reality
Wl son attributes to the nmedia and so dislikes, but the messy,

elusive reality that is the stuff of anbitious sociology. | f
Wlson took a closer look at the sane realities we've only
glinpsed, would it still mnake sense to label ghetto blacks
pat hol ogi cal and al nost everyone el se healthy? Wuld it still make
sense to enploy a rhetoric that seens not only |argely m sl eadi ng
and badly nuddl ed, but, fromits inception, linked with sinplistic

views about how certain groups of color couldn't nake it here in
the United Sates? Wuld it tell us what we nost need to
understand about African Americans, about nainstream white
Anericans, and about everyone else? WIson keeps mssing the
point, | think, because he can't see it. The truth seens to be
that WI son, though he keeps insisting he can't live wth the idea
of a culture of poverty, obviously can't seemto live entirely
without it either.

The Predi canent W Share

But let's not mslead ourselves. WIson, for all his inportance,
is only part of the problem Wether he shifts the terns of his
own analysis is of |ess concern to ne than what happens to the rest
of us. Wiatever our intellectual approach and our read of
practical politics, we all nore or | ess share Wl son's predi canent .
What we see and don't see, what we study and don't study, and what
we say and don't say about the world around us seem inordinately
shaped by the same rhetoric of pathol ogy that Wl son has ironically
and perhaps unintentionally reinforced through his work. It
doesn't seemto much natter whether we ourselves ever use the word
“pat hol ogy" or whether we've ever even heard the word or know what
It means. Pat hol ogy has become our national reference point.
Wiether we are white, relatively privileged and in the mai nstream
(whatever that is) , or are of color, disadvantaged and at the
margi ns (wherever they begin), we all seem incapable of escaping
the trap. W routinely use the rhetoric, however unself-
consciously, to define ourselves and others, as groups and as
I ndi vi dual s.

VW shoul d not presune, however, that the inplications of living in
and through the rhetoric are the sane for everyone. Think about
just sone groups. People who are white, relatively privil eged and
In the mai nstreamregul arly contrast thensel ves with those they see
as pathological as a way of affirmng their ow "obvious"
di stinctiveness and superiority. After all, could anyone really
mstake themfor a "ghetto lowife"—for a Rodney King? They never
i nvestigate, nuch | ess acknow edge, what they may share with ghetto
residents. They know all they need to know from the rhetoric
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itself. They can buy black nusic, enulate black style, applaud
black talent on T.V., and all the while live at a safe distance
from and never planto set foot in, inner-city ghettos, except of
course perhaps to go to a ball gane or the synphony.

Then there are poor inner-city African Amrericans thenselves,
aploar ently the only nmenbers of the "underclass" of major concern to
W son. Llong the center of attention anong academ cs,
pol i cymakers, medi a pundits, and the general public, these fol ks do
face a host of problens in their everyday lives. Many of these
probl ens are the serious sort Wlson identifies. And, yes, they do
appear to be on the rise. But the fixation on the pervasiveness
and pat hol ogi cal nature of these probl ens obscures the hard work,
I ngenuity, and commtnent that define much of ghetto life. W |ose
sight of the way nmany single African Anerican nons cope—eonbi ni ng
meager governnent benefits with "off-the-books" work in order to
provide for thenselves and their kids. W lose sight of the way
many Af ri can Aneri can nen cope-hust!ing | ow payi ng, sporadic, dead-
end_,lobs in order to hel p make ends neet. V¢ |[ose sight of the way
famly and friends hel p—ooking, babysitting, cleaning up, and
sharing the little they got in order to keep one another and their
communities intact (nore or |ess together).

But poor inner-city African Americans are caught in a doubl e bind.
They can enphasize their obscured virtues only at the risk of
sacrificing their own promnence in current debates and, hence,
their advantage in the conpetition for those resources so critical
to their efforts to conbat deprivations. They often find
t hensel ves having to parrot the rhetoric of pathol ogy in degradi ng
and deneani ng fashion, rather than being able to straightforward y
and honestly describe the problens they confront. And whenever
poor inner-city African Arericans do point with pride to their many
virtues and achi evenents, there is a powerful incentive to do so
onIK while contrasting these stories with tales of ranpant
pathology. In this regard, they seemto be playing the sane tune
as everyone el se—a tune that inplies, by virtue of the lyrics |eft
out, that what is good about inner-city African Anerican life is
sonehow insignificant in conparison wth what is far nore
comonpl ace and bad, and that what is bad is sonehow radically
distinctive fromwhat is bad in every Anerican community.

And what of mddle-, and upper-class African Anericans who can
never confortably deci de whet her to distinguish thensel ves from or
to identify with, their ghetto brothers and sisters. They
understandably want to point out the differences between the
"better elenents” in the black community and those "other folks"
who may richly nmerit the | abel pathological. But not only do these
distinctions further divide African Amrericans, they also often
backfire. Wen "respectable" black voi ces invoke the rhetoric of
pathology to describe the inner-city poor, they only heighten
suspicion and fear of all African Arericans. In an country where
color does matter, and matter a lot, nost peopl e have nore trouble
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than they'd like to admt distinguishing between "good" and "bad"
bl acks. And being mstaken for a "dangerous bl ack character" is a
startling remnder for African Amrericans outside the ghetto of
hal f-forgotten bonds with the inner-city poor who they know aren't
slnﬁly athological. It is a remnder that, althoug WAoblessness
is hardly heal thy and drug dealing hardly rebel|ious, what appears
to others to be only pathetic and destructive is at tinmes mlitant
and even heroic.

Latinos, particularly Chicanos and Puertorriquefios, are trapped in
a somewhat different but no | ess insidious doubl e-bind. Like their
African Arerican counterparts, the Poorest anong them have never
had their resourcefulness nmuch celebrated in the nedia, the

acadeny, or policynaking circles. But unlike poor inner-city
African Anericans, Latinos living at the nargins have garnered
little public attention whatsoever. In their eyes, they have had

to scrap for paltry resources that are |left over once blacks have
gotten their share. Latino choices thus seemterribly perverse.
They can either denean thenselves by pronmoting their own
"pat hol ogi es" and by asserting they are every bit as "nessed up” as
ghetto bl acks. QO they can hide their own problens and run the
risk of becom ng increasiugly irrelevant to the contenporary
under cl ass debat e. Even en Latinos try to extol their own
strengths, they are encouraged to do so principally by contrasting
these virtues with the grotesque patholo?:es pl agui ng ot her peopl e
of color. Watever they end up doing in hopes of escapi ng the bi nd
presented by the rhetoric of pathology inevitably intensifies
conflicts between not just thenselves and African Arericans but
diffﬁgent ethnic groups and classes within the Latino community
itsel f.

For Asian Anericans, who have long been |unped together and
trunpeted as a "nodel mnority," the rhetoric of pathol ogy poses a
predi cament in yet another insidious form Like poor Latinos, poor
Asian Amrericans have been largely invisible 1n discussions of
inner-city blight. Unlike Latinos and African Amrericans, however
Asian Amrericans have routinely been caricatured as an al nost
fl awl ess people. They have only strengths and virtues and, if you
can believe what you read and hear, seemnever to fail. Not only
are their problens ignored, they are placed in the unconfortable
position of being constantly contrasted wth supposedly
pat hol ogi cal people of color who can't nake it. They can either
surrender to a romanticized vision of their comunities and renain
m sunderstood and tangential to public debate. O they can draw
attentionto their own pockets of poverty, gangs, drug-trafficking,
and prostitution at the risk of denigrating those acconplishnents
deserving of praise. And, of course, as Is true for Latinos and
African Arericans, whatever they do only endangers already fragile
relati ons between thensel ves and other people of color and their
own efforts to forge a shared Asian Arerican identity.

Lost in all of this are poor whites. These folks are left to
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wonder why they continue to be overl ooked. Wiy, they ask
t hensel ves, do you have to live in the ghetto of a big mdwestern
or eastern city to be seen as wanting? Wy do you have to be non-
white and poor to be on anyone's agenda? Wy, they ask at their
ugli est, o you have to be pathological like all those ghetto
bl acks and hispanics to have a shot at the help you need? For
them the choices are no |less troubl esone than they are for anyone
else. Ether they can publicly identify with "screwed up" people
of color and perhaps undermne their already fragile sense of self
worth. O they can deny that they share nmuch of anything wth
these groups and sacrifice any chance of building multi-racial
coalitions that mght effectively reshape public policy.

So that's where the rhetoric of pathology has left us. Al of us.
What ever our color, our class, our gender. Wiether we're fancy
academcs like WlliamJulius WIlson, or ordinary folks trying to
get by. Ve're all left feeling like we gotta enbrace this way of
seeing and talking to be taken seriously. Pointing fingers at
others and at ourselves, fighting about who and what is nore or
| ess nessed up, whacked out, and just plain sick. A ways in
exaggerated terns. Never quite capturing accurately what is really
goi ng on. Maybe that's sonebody else's idea about how to be
brut al | PI honest and clincally detached, norally and scientifically
truthful. Miybe that's sonebody else's idea about how to change
the world. Maybe I'mjust out of it. But | gotta admt, finally,
that to ny mnd, all of that's what's real |y pathol ogical. And,
the fact Is I'mnot entirely certain we're any nore up to escapi ng
this "tangl ed web" than the Sm Valley jury was up to escapi ng the
related judgnent of acquittal of those four cops who brutalized
Rodney King. And that may tell us nore than we care to know about
our sel ves.




