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by Yvonne W haley

There was a tim e when all Black people understood what class" meant 
There was the upperclass "house fo lk ”  and the lowerclass "fie ld  fo lk ."  
Next ta m e  the have and the have nots M ore recently we had the elite and 
the indigent Currently, it 's  the btippies and the underclass W hat does 
th is new buzzword, "underc lass”  mean? W hat makes it m ore descriptive, 
m ore defin itive, than any o f the others? A fte r all. the concept isn 't new, 
even the Bible in fo rm ed us that there w o u ld  always be poor people 

We have to back up a bit to the beginning of this century.
Public debate about how  to  solve the problem  o f poverty  and do away 

w ith  labels had basically been colored by the ph ilosophies of Booker T 
W ash ing ton and W E B  OuBois OuBois took the collective stance that 
Blacks were the v ic tim s o f seem ingly unchangeable social, racial, and eco 
nomn. policies, while W ash ing ton felt that personal e ffo rt or self help would 
im prove one s life W hen this happened, a ripple effect w ou ld  therefore 
better the position  o f the entire race OuBois belief tha t the "ta len ted 
te n th " w ou ld  overcom e, or at least lessen the po litica l racism through legal 
means, fostered the b irth  of the NAACP

Though W ash ing to n  urged Blacks to  ' <ist dow n your buckets where 
you a re " , it was the w h ite  race that em braced his plea They le lt less 
threatened by his desire Io develop an economic ally stable but segregated 
artisan and w ork ing  class, than they did try OuBois dem and for civil rights 
for Blacks Even though, at the turn o f the century, m ost Blacks lived in 
the rural south, w ithou t acceptance by the rna ionty of urban Blacks, W ash 
m g ton 's  plan became sus|>ect and even unrespectable W hen the dem o 
graphic s tructure  of the U S w.ts changer) try the Great M igration Wash 
m g to n ’s them e was doom ed

During the first W orld  W ar. labor was sorely needed in the industria l 
no rth  A gents traveler) th roughou t the south to encourage Blacks to parti 
c ipate in d ie  war e ffo rt and make "b ig  m oney "  Sharecroppers became 
workers in industries tha t ranged from  slaughterhouses to steel m ills The 
m oney was so good that almost entire tow ns m oved north

It w a sn 't easy for the m ig rants C ontrary to  a belief s trong ly  held by 
many wh ites, all o f us d id n 't look alike, am) m ore im portan tly  Blacks had 
n o  c o m m o n  c u ltu re  This was, and still is, a real barrier to bo th  self 
acceptance and assim ilation in to  the main stream In order to help the for 
rnerly rural worker to adapt to his new hom eland, the Urban league  was 
form ed

A fte r W orld  W .n I the m ig ra tion  s low ed to  a trick le  Even so. the tow n 
or c ity fathers kept a w a tch fu l eye on the m igrants In the south. Blacks 
were kept w ith in  certain geographic areas through in tim ida tion  Through 
carefu l o rchestration o f the realtors, bankers and others, nothern w hites 
selectively set aside areas in to  w h ich Blacks could move Thirty or forty 
years ago. those Black areas in urban Am erica dem onstrated a deep pride 
in ow nersh ip A strong com m itm ent to service was held try Black entre 
preneurs. and everyone knew  and truster) each Othei Unlike today when 
d ie  do llar doesn 't com ple te  one circu it in Black neighborhoods, in the lor 
ties d ie  dollar turned around five or six tim es1 G row th w ith in  the urban

.Living With Poverty.
centers rose phenom arially, and Chicago's Southside became the largest 
Black ne ighborhood in the US A . w ith  some eight m iles by four m iles in 
area.

Now . some tw o  generations later, those same areas that were hustling 
w ith  com m erce are filled w ith  bu ild ings that are boarded up or coveted by 
heavy gra ting W hat happened? It is a well know n story W hite  flight 
means urban bligh t "Urban renewal means Negro rem oval Both 
rhymes are partia lly true

A fter W orld  W ar II w h ites t>eyan to flee the cities for tfie  suburbs, and 
those Blacks w ho cou ld , m oved in to  the tretter (i e wh ite) neighbor 
hoods Unscrupulous realtors helped this new m igration along through 

block busting In addition, new civil rights legislation in the 60 s saw the 
emergence o f fair housing agencies This enabled m ore m iddle . lass 
Blacks to  m ove to  the suburbs and leave the center c ity  to the lower class 
or poor Black Thus the under class became m ore visible by being isolated 
in a section of a c ity  renam ed "th e  ghe tto  This depopu lation o f the 
ghettos in the U S resulted in social and econom ic de terio ration lor g e n e  

rally the only agency ttia t remained in the c ity  was the s tore front church 
Flight by die m iddle class Black was a desire for safety good schools, and

•' ........ .. environm ent som eth ing that was no longer available in the cities
where the cu ltu re  o f the under class had lost its counterva iling force

U nem ploym ent, poverty, and temale headed fam ilies increased drarnat 
ra lly  w ith in  the ghettos However, before the  m ig ra tion  to  the suburb«, 
m iddle or upper class Blacks had successfully d ilu ted  the statistics

Nevertheless these statistics are qu ite startling In the decade between 
19/0 and 19H) South Bronx in New York (called Fort Apache or Vietnan 
by the enforcem ent agencies) lost 37% o f its popu lation; Chicago exper 
tenced similar losses W ashington 0  C and A tlan ta  W hat this repr« 
sents is brain and pocket dram Role m odels tha t are le ft w ith in  the ghetto  
com m un ity  represent the dregs o f society, the true under . lass for whit.r 
many social scientists see no hope A ll o f the factors tha t need be present 
in the i ities o f despair are found in the ghetto

W fien the m iddle class tier) to the suburbs, Chicago s popu la tion  below 
the poverty  line rose from  37% to  6 ,% . unem ploym ent from  9 5% t, 
24 5% and temale headed fam ilies increased from  40%  to  72% Babies
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