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Preface
Why Territories of Poverty Now?

Our interest in questions of poverty and inequality has been directed by the 
numerous places and histories that have shaped our lives, from Kolkata, India, 
to Chiapas, Mexico; from Oakland, California, to Beirut, Lebanon. Convening 
and curating a joint project of scholarship, we were both inspired by two genres 
of research, critical ethnographies of development and social histories of welfare 
and penality, which have allowed us to make sense of these places and histories. 
We were also keenly aware that these genres remained divided and separated, 
rarely in conversation across academic borders. Yet in our academic and political 
lives, we each drew extensively on both, crossing these forbidden borders out 
of necessity. From the very start, Territories of Poverty was meant to occupy this 
transgressive space.

But there was something else that mattered to us: the work of theory. This 
project is unapologetically concerned with  theory—theory as an argument 
about the world, theory as a concern with the epistemology of power, and theory 
as a collective imagination. Bound together by the classroom of the public uni-
versity where we fi rst met—Emma as student and Ananya as  teacher—we have 
participated in the scarcely voiced and yet ever- present task of rethinking our 
inheritances of authoritative knowledge. Theory for us—as those initial roles 
of student and teacher have been dramatically revised and  reversed—remains a 
crucial site of politics. And theories of poverty have been especially important. 
Following Alice O’Connor’s work, we are interested in the encounter between the 
social sciences and the problematic of poverty. As Emma notes in the conclusion 
of this book, “how we think act about poverty informs how we imagine what 
is possible, and what is just.” To remake theories of poverty is thus an eff ort to 
consider what this book series foregrounds as key themes: geographies of justice 
and social transformation.

But to remake theory is also an eff ort to remake the institutional context 
within which we undertake the work of representation. Theory, as Emma notes, 
must ride the bus! To do so we engage not only in interdisciplinary collabora-
tions but also in intergenerational ones. It is in the interstices of disciplines and 
generations that new possibilities of representation and transformation can be 
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forged. With this in mind, Territories of Poverty gathers not only the scholarship 
of multiple disciplines but also that of multiple generations. Thus, in conversa-
tion with the full- length chapters are short essays by undergraduate and graduate 
students at the University of California, Berkeley, who participated in organizing 
and documenting the conference that resulted in this book. We wanted them—
Anh- Thi Le, Christina Gossmann, Luis Flores Jr., Rebecca Peters, Somaya Ab-
delgany, and Stephanie  Ullrich—to not only organize but also curate, to not only 
document but also theorize. Their refl ections provide an important glimpse of 
the intergenerational task of remaking theory, and indicate how young scholars 
inhabit their disciplines and professions.

Finally, for this project, we have sought to enact an analytical shift  from 
thinking about places of poverty to territories of poverty. This is why the cover 
of the book is the provocative artwork of Chris Johanson. Eschewing the usual 
images of places of poverty, whether apocalyptic or humanized, we were drawn 
to an image that, for us, suggests subjectivity, relationality, and multiplicity. Jo-
hanson’s art is part of the Mission School Arts Movement, which emerged in 
San Francisco in the 1990s. We fi nd the repertoire of this movement to be an 
important prompt for us to think about the politics of diff erence and represen-
tation across North–South divides.

We agreed easily and immediately upon the term “territory,” for all of the rea-
sons outlined in Ananya’s introduction and throughout the book. As we consid-
ered more fully the mandate of collaboration, we made territory the organizing 
concept of our joint research. Using the occasion of this project, we immersed 
ourselves in an investigation of two fi elds of power that we each continue to 
inhabit and hope to transform: the city of Oakland and the discipline of urban 
planning. Seeking to understand how community development emerged as a 
dominant paradigm of progressive urban planning, and how Oakland was the 
laboratory for such an emergence, we tried to make sense of the territories of 
our own existence: city and discipline.

As we complete this book, the full meaning of territory is very much on our 
minds. During the preparation of our fi rst draft  of the manuscript, Janet Napol-
itano, then Secretary of the Department of Homeland Security, was appointed 
the fi rst woman president of the University of California, what we believe to 
be the world’s premier public university, and of which we are both alumna and 
now at which we are each educator and researcher. If Territories of Poverty at-
tempts to dismantle entrenched academic borders, then our academic lives are 
also enmeshed in the crude consolidation of “homeland” borders. Our beloved 
public university, we realize, is fully implicated in the practices of securitization 
through which territories are constituted and policed. To cast the “homeland,” 
securitized through Napolitano’s deportation machinery, as territory, is to rec-
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ognize, as does Alyosha Goldstein in his essay in this book, the “aft erlives” of 
colonialism, continental conquest, and slavery.

As we wrote and revised our chapters in 2013, a jury in Sanford, Florida, 
acquitted George Zimmerman of the murder of Trayvon Martin, an unarmed 
black teenager, whom Zimmerman shot and killed in 2012. Trayvon Martin, 
rendered bare life, was put on trial and found to be guilty for his own death. 
Institutionalized through the American justice system, this is a reminder of the 
brutal territorializations of race that constitute the present history of America. 
Enacted through the rituals of “neighborhood watch” and defended through 
the device of “stand your ground” laws, that gated townhouse community of 
Sanford, Florida, is territory. It is the territory where Trayvon Martin’s embodied 
presence could not be permitted or tolerated. Theory cannot grant Trayvon Mar-
tin permission to pass, unassaulted by the vigilant neighborhood watch citizen. 
But it can give us permission to undertake critical and sustained scrutiny of one 
of the key discourses through which social relations of inequality are organized: 
poverty. At a moment marked by the deportation of undocumented migrants 
and the legally sanctioned murder of young black men, we must engage theory 
to more deeply understand territories of poverty, and strategically challenge this 
politics of disappearance and death.

Territories of Poverty is made possible through the eff ort and support of many. 
At the University of California, Berkeley, the project found a home at the Blum 
Center for Developing Economies. The Distinguished Chair in Global Poverty 
and Practice held by Ananya, and underwritten by an anonymous donor, pro-
vided the funds for a conference held at Berkeley in fall 2012. The conference 
was generously cosponsored by the Department of City and Regional Planning, 
the Center for Middle Eastern Studies, the Center for South Asia Studies, and 
the Institute for the Study of Societal Issues. At the conference, Teresa Caldeira, 
Gillian Hart, Aihwa Ong, and Jennifer Wolch chaired sessions, moderated dis-
cussion, and provoked debate. We are grateful for their roles in shaping this 
project. As we have already mentioned, two Blum Center student writers, Luis 
Flores Jr. and Christina Gossmann, along with fi ve students belonging to the 
Undergraduate Research Apprenticeship Program, Somaya Abdelgany, Anh- Thi 
Le, Aviya McGuire, Rebecca Peters, and Stephanie Ullrich, provided assistance 
with the organization of the conference and conducted research.

We are delighted that Territories of Poverty is a part of the University of Geor-
gia Press’s book series on Geographies of Justice and Social Transformation. We 
thank the series editors, Deb Cowen, Nik Heynen, and Melissa Wright, and Mick 
 Gusinde- Duff y,  editor- in- chief at uga Press, for their interest in the project and 
constant support. We are grateful to Chris Johanson for generously allowing us 
to use his art for the book cover.
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This book is dedicated to our beloved author and collaborator, Michael B. 
Katz. A towering fi gure in the critical scholarship of poverty and welfare, the 
inspiration for this project came from him and his work. When Ananya dis-
covered that he was teaching her book, Poverty Capital (concerned with the 
politics of international development) in his graduate seminar at the University 
of Pennsylvania on the social history of poverty in America, she was intrigued. 
His explanation for why passage across such scholarly divides is necessary lies 
at the heart of this book and the alliances it hopes to make possible.

Ananya Roy and Emma Shaw Crane
Oakland, July 2014
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Introduction
The Aporias of Poverty

Ananya Roy

This discourse on death also contains, among so many other things, a rheto-
ric of borders, a lesson in wisdom concerning the lines that delimit the right 
of absolute property, the right of property to our own life, the proper of our 
existence, in sum, a treatise about the tracing of traits as the borderly edges 
of what in sum belongs to us [nous revient], belonging as much to us as we 
properly belong to it.
—Jacques Derrida, Aporias (1993: 3, emphasis in original)

Territories

In the summer of 2013 the New York Times Magazine ran a cover story by Ben 
Austen titled “The Death and Life of Chicago” (Austen 2013). The essay and 
its photographs delineated a divided city: on the one hand, a “global city,” “a 
tourist destination for the world, a player with derivatives and trade shows, a 
city of big transportation hubs,” characterized by the “downtown renaissance” 
that is a familiar formula in such cities; and on the other hand, a city of “derelict 
communities of resources,” neighborhoods with abandoned homes and schools 
facing closure. One of the urban planners interviewed for the article described 
Chicago as resembling “London or Jakarta, with a hyperdense core—a zone of 
 affl  uence—and something else beyond.”

The urban divides Austen sketches are neither novel nor unique, although 
some aspects of this sociospatial inequality indicate a distinctive historical con-
juncture. For example, the face of urban poverty, as depicted in this essay, is 
not the  inner- city ghetto. Instead, it is the southernmost edge of Chicago, a 
zone that is an example of what, in the American context, has come to be called 
the “suburbanization of poverty.” Indeed, during the last decade, the American 
metropolis has witnessed the rapid increase of suburban poverty, a process that 
has now outpaced the increase of urban poverty (Garr and Kneebone 2010). 
Austen describes this geography as a “moneyed elite residing within the glow 
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of that  jewel- like core and the largely ethnic poor and  working- class relegated 
to the peripheries, the banlieues.”

Such metropolitan reconfi gurations are shaped by complex processes, of 
which the housing crisis is one. If in the past dilapidated public housing towers 
and the  hollowed- out ghetto were the stereotypical images of American ur-
ban poverty, then today neighborhoods with foreclosed homes and abandoned 
properties are the image of suburban poverty. These are the new geographies of 
poverty in America, thoroughly imbricated in global circuits of fi nancialization. 
As the work of Wyly and colleagues (2012), Newman (2009), and most recently 
Chakravartty and Ferreira da Silva (2012), has shown, such circuits of fi nance 
mobilize and deepen histories of racial diff erence and social exclusion. The 
American foreclosed suburb is thus not simply an evacuated space but rather a 
territory, the normalized place where racialized and fi nancialized impoverish-
ment is enacted. To undertake an analysis of such territories of poverty is to call 
into question this normalization.

But there is more to the story of the southernmost edge of Chicago. Aus-
ten’s purpose was not only to depict wealth and poverty in Chicago but also 
to analyze “how the epidemic of empty, foreclosed homes in Chicago’s poorest 
neighborhoods has ignited a new form of guerilla activism.” Foregrounding a 
movement called the Chicago Anti- Eviction Campaign, the essay explores how 
such activism is reclaiming space. The Chicago Anti- Eviction campaign can be 
understood, Austen argues, as a “radical urban homesteader” movement that 
claims foreclosed homes. It is a movement keenly attuned to fi nance capital and 
its predations, and thus it is an example of how urban social movements are 
organized around global, indeed multiscalar, imaginations of crisis and dispos-
session. In particular, the movement in Chicago takes its cue from the Western 
Cape Anti- Eviction Campaign, which was formed in 2000 in South Africa with 
the aim of fi ghting evictions, water cut- off s, and poor health services; obtaining 
free electricity; securing decent housing; and opposing police brutality. Thus has 
a poor people’s movement in the global South become the template for housing 
takeovers in Chicago’s suburban fringe.

I have opened Territories of Poverty with the foreclosed suburbs of the Ameri-
can metropolis, and specifi cally the case of the Chicago Anti- Eviction Movement 
and the Southern templates on which it relies, because such spaces and processes 
exemplify the global historical context within which a new agenda of poverty 
scholarship must be forged. This historical conjuncture requires a reconsid-
eration not only of familiar territories of poverty but also of the modalities of 
global North and global South through which poverty research and expertise 
are structured. It is no longer the twentieth century, and the new century por-
tends a dramatically rearranged world, one in which shift ing territorializations 
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of power and poverty demand new analytical practices and new imaginations of 
politics. Urban social movements, oft en connected in networks of transnational 
solidarity such as those that extend from the Western Cape of Africa to the 
southern periphery of Chicago, already know this. But does critical theory? This 
volume seeks to curate the new modalities of analysis through which critical 
theory can inhabit the global historical context and respond to the persistent, 
yet rearranged, territorializations of poverty.

This opening anecdote is meant to evoke three key elements of the agenda of 
poverty scholarship in the essays included in this book: an analytical shift  from 
places of poverty to territories of poverty; attention to poor people’s movements 
not simply as grassroots mobilization but as processes that exist in relation to 
ideologies of power and bureaucracies of poverty; and a global historical ap-
proach to poverty, welfare, and development that eschews multinational com-
parison and instead holds in simultaneous view the uneven geographies, and 
temporalities, of global North and global South. These are more fully elucidated 
in this opening essay as well as in those that follow, but let me say a few words 
about each analytical point at the outset.

Territories of Poverty is concerned with how the problematic of poverty is 
closely linked to the question of territory. In the simplest sense, we are inter-
ested in old and new geographies of poverty and poverty management: border, 
 hyper- ghetto, Third World, periphery, community, suburb, slum. The story of 
the Chicago Anti- Eviction Campaign signals new geographies of poverty and 
more broadly the spatial character of racialized poverty and its regulation. But 
what is at stake in this story is territory, not place. As Elden (2013: 5) argues, the 
question of territory is not the problem of terrain, as the question of population 
is not the problem of people. Territory, according to Elden (2010: 760), and fol-
lowing Foucault, is a “political technology” through which the “spatial order of 
things” comes to be normalized and perpetuated. Elden (2013: 16) notes that such 
a political technology involves techniques in the narrower sense (think maps, 
land surveys, population controls) as well as the broader notion of techne as a 
“way of grasping and conceiving of the world” (think literature, legal systems, 
political debates).

A territorial understanding of poverty has several implications. It marks a 
rupture with what Wacquant (2008: 1) has described as the “topographic lexicon” 
of poverty studies. In his essay in this volume, “Class, Ethnicity, and State in 
the Making of Marginality: Revisiting Territories of Urban Relegation,” Wac-
quant cautions that territories of poverty must be understood not as low- income 
communities or districts of dispossession but instead as relations of “urban rel-
egation.” The ghetto, he thus notes, is not “a zone of social disintegration” but 
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a “spatial implement of ethnoracial closure and control” (emphasis in original). 
“The proper object of inquiry,” Wacquant concludes, “is not the place itself and 
its residents but the multilevel structural processes,” including the process and 
mechanisms of relegation, or what he identifi es as “territorial stigma.”

In conceptualizing poverty in relation to territory, we are specifi cally inter-
ested in programs of government, or in how poverty is governed as a problem. 
We follow Wacquant (2008: 6) in arguing that what seems to be “‘eff ects of 
place’ turn out to be essentially eff ects of state projected on to the city.” But in 
keeping with the Foucauldian turn, we also follow Rose and Miller (1992) in 
studying political power beyond the state. As they note, “government is a do-
main of strategies, techniques and procedures through which diff erent forces 
seek to render programmes operable, and by means of which a multitude of 
connections are established between the aspirations of authorities and the ac-
tivities of individuals and groups” (Rose and Miller 1992: 281). To understand 
how poverty is governed as a problem, and above all produced and normalized 
as a territory, we accordingly pay close attention to programs of government. 
But as Painter notes (2010), this does not mean that  territory—as  statespace—is 
neatly fi xed, bounded, and stable. Instead, he sees territory as something that 
has to be brought into being, eff ectuated, and that is thus “never complete, but 
always becoming . . . a promise the state cannot fulfi l” (2010: 1094). In other 
words, territory might very well mark the  limits—or as I will argue later in this 
essay, the  aporia—of government.

Finally, in its emphasis on territories of poverty, this book delves into the 
relationship between government and security, one indicated in Foucault’s 
1977–78 lectures, Security, Territory, Population, but that is not fully explored 
in the scholarship on poverty. In his essay in this volume, “Is Poverty a Global 
Security Threat?,” Akhil Gupta provides a much- needed genealogy of the idea of 
security as it comes to be entangled with another idea, that of global poverty. As 
Gupta notes, in a post- 9/11 era, global poverty itself has been conceptualized as 
a national security threat by “defense intellectuals” in the “global North.” Gupta’s 
genealogical analysis of security asks who is the “human” of “human security”? 
He argues that “the securitization of poverty creates the elites in the global North 
as the new subjects of security, the people most threatened by poverty in the 
global South.” Gupta’s careful attention to the imperial histories at work in the 
geopolitics of poverty discourse is of course missing from Foucault’s analysis of 
security. But it is useful to turn to Foucault to consider the relationship between 
territory and poverty. Foucault (2007: 20, 23) states that “discipline structures 
a space and addresses the essential problem of a hierarchical and functional 
distribution of elements,” but security plans a “milieu,” and thus requires the 
sovereign to intervene by “acting on the milieu.” The problem of sovereignty, 
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Foucault (2007: 64–65) argues, is no longer how territory can be “demarcated, 
fi xed, protected, or enlarged,” but instead that of “allowing circulations to take 
place” to ensure the “security of the population,” not just the “safety of the 
Prince.” Territories of Poverty uses this framework of security to consider how 
the government of poverty requires not only practices of discipline but also the 
planning of a milieu. In our essay on U.S. poverty programs in the 1960s, “Gray 
Areas: The War on Poverty at Home and Abroad,” Stuart Schrader, Emma Shaw 
Crane, and I foreground one such milieu: community. Miller and Rose (2008: 
85, 88) describe this meaning of community as the “territory of government,” 
one that is a “new plane or surface upon which  micro- moral relations among 
persons are conceptualized and administered.” Following Cowen and Siciliano 
(2011: 107), we are thus concerned with how practices of security seek to turn 
“surplus subjects” into “productive” lives.

While the Foucauldian framework lends itself to an analysis of territory as 
a form of government, government is also the locus of politics, and of dissent. 
Mbembe (2000: 261) asks that we view territory as “a set of possibilities that 
historically situated actors constantly resist or realize.” At the southernmost 
edge of Chicago, the work of the Anti- Eviction Campaign is one example of 
such contestation. It must be understood as a poor people’s movement, a phrase 
I borrow from the classic text by Piven and Cloward (1977). Recent poverty 
scholarship, especially in the American context, has paid new attention to the 
role of poor people’s movements, for example in the important edited collection 
by Orleck and Hazirjian (2011) on the grassroots history of the War on Poverty. 
And of course, critical ethnographies of development have long focused on the 
“cramped spaces” (Li 2007) from within which subaltern classes stage resistance 
and rebellion against programs of government. But Territories of Poverty ap-
proaches poor people’s movements in a very specifi c way. Instead of positioning 
them as grassroots mobilization, we seek to uncover the contradictory articula-
tion of poor people’s movements and bureaucracies of poverty, between practices 
of dissent and ideologies of power. I deliberately use the term “articulation” to 
reference the work of Stuart Hall, Chantal Mouff e, and others on articulation as 
a cultural practice craft ed in the interstices of hegemony. It is thus instructive 
to consider that as a “radical urban homesteader” movement, the Chicago Anti- 
Eviction Campaign at once contests and deploys notions of property. Their work 
deploys a simple, elegant, and provocative motto: “Homeless people in people-
less homes.” But the movement must use the symbolic frame of homesteading, 
in this case justifying occupation through a legal clause in the Illinois trespass 
statute focused on the beautifi cation of property. In previous work, I have ar-
gued that such tactics simultaneously challenge and consolidate “paradigms of 
propertied citizenship” (Roy 2003). Thus, Piven and Cloward (1977: x) call for a 
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“dialectical analysis” of poor people’s movements, one in which they are under-
stood to be “both formed by and directed against institutional arrangements.”

One way of considering the relationship between government and the poor 
is through the infl uential concept of political society advanced by Chatterjee. 
Concerned with the “deepening and widening of the apparatuses of govern-
mentality,” Chatterjee (2012: 46) foregrounds “tussles” over “governmental ser-
vices.” In the global South, these welfare entitlements, he notes, “do not fl ow 
from the universal rights of  citizenship—as in the post- war welfare state in 
Western Europe or North America” (Chatterjee 2011: 88) but instead emerge 
from the popular demands of political society. Other scholars, such as Caldeira 
and Holston (2014), view such mobilizations as bearing the potential for new 
forms of insurgent citizenship as well as the reform and even democratization 
of programs of government itself. In aligning with such scholarship on politics, 
we break with apocalyptic accounts of the poor as marginalized  humanity—for 
example, Standing’s (2011) framing of the global precariat as “a new dangerous 
class” shaped by “anger, anomie, anxiety, and alienation.” Instead, we take our 
cue from poor people’s movements to reconsider the global historical context 
of poverty, welfare, and development. While quite a bit of poverty scholarship 
is concerned with multinational  comparisons—poverty here versus poverty 
 elsewhere—Territories of Poverty is concerned with a relational approach that 
holds in simultaneous view the global North and global South. In doing so, we 
seek to learn from poor people’s movements. For example, Chicago’s dilapidated 
suburb must be seen not simply as an example of a new geography of poverty 
in America but rather as a node in a global political economy of urbanism and 
in a global network of housing rights movements. The Chicago Anti- Eviction 
Campaign is thus an example of “seeing from the South.” I borrow the phrase 
from Watson (2009), who argues that dominant modes of planning, produced 
in the context of the global South, cannot make sense of the “globe’s central ur-
ban issues.” In fact, it is in the cities of the global South that collective action by 
the urban poor has become an important platform of social justice. Appadurai 
(2002) has labeled such poor people’s movements “deep democracy,” and drawn 
attention to the horizontal ties of solidarity through which they constitute global 
formations of protest, knowledge, and mobilization.

I was reminded of this recently in Johannesburg where young artists and 
hip- hop musicians from the township of Diepsloot presented “arts in action” 
in a public performance that was an instantiation of such global formations. It 
is tempting to read such performances as the aestheticization of poverty, and 
indeed in past work I have been critical of the portrayal of the slum or ghetto as 
spaces of cultural creativity (Roy 2011b). But what if we were to understand this 
as cultural politics, one that seeks to reinscribe the meaning of poverty? What if 
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we were to understand this as the collective imagination that Teddy Cruz, in his 
manifesto for this volume, “Spatializing Citizenship and the Informal Public,” 
deems so important? Diepsloot Arts in Action produces complex narratives of 
territories of poverty and their attendant subjectifi cations. This is most evident 
in its spoken word genre, for example the “Dear Diepsloot” performances:

dear diepsloot,
From Monday to Wednesday, you make me love you like a butterfl y, that comes out 
of its cocoon.
I can only have a good time then, like a cat drinking its milk, like a rabbit eating its 
carrots.
When its Thursday, my feelings change about you.
You turn into a pack of angry dogs.
You make me angry like a chicken whose chicks have been taken away.
When it’s Thursday Diepsloot, you act like a bunch of baboons.
You forget I need to hunt like an owl, searching for knowledge, working at night.
When it’s Thursday Diepsloot, you let my prey escape me.
dear diepsloot, i love you, but you break my heart. (See “Diepsloot Pub-
lic Art 2012—Process,” Sticky Situations, May 2, 2012, http://www.stickysituations
.org/2012/05/02/diepsloot- public- art- 2012- process/)

I do not want to suggest that such forms of cultural politics constitute an au-
tonomous and alternative public sphere produced by poor people’s movements. 
The Diepsloot Arts in Action performance was curated and mediated by Sticky 
Situations, a community capacity building organization, and Global Studio, a 
planning and design studio involving Columbia University and University of 
Witwatersrand. Such infrastructures of mediation must be understood as uneasy 
alliances rather than as platforms of subaltern representation. The Diepsloot 
Arts in Action performance took place not in the township but in Maboneng, a 
new arts district in Johannesburg where Global Studio has exhibition space. A 
site of gentrifi cation, this strip of Maboneng is buzzing with creative energy, all 
within a hypersecuritized cordon that separates this zone of cultural consump-
tion from the territory of poverty around it.

But what is irrefutable is the global imagination of poor people’s movements, 
and this is not new. For example, during the 1960s, social mobilizations in the 
inner cities of America not only called into question the long history of margin-
alization and racialization but also explicitly cast this history as an example of 
“domestic colonialism” and a world order of dependency and underdevelopment 
(Katz 1989: 58). In cities like Oakland the Black Panther Party claimed territo-
ries of poverty as sites of political community. Huey Newton, along with other 
Black Panther leaders, saw “community to exist not just in the local contexts of 
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Oakland or Chicago” but instead as “collectives of people living in colonized 
ghettos” around the world (Heynen 2009: 416). Such imaginations remind us 
of the importance of a relational understanding of North and South. This is the 
prompt that we take seriously in seeking to advance a new agenda of poverty 
scholarship attentive to a history of the present.

In his philosophical treatise Aporias, Jacques Derrida (1993: 8) presents aporia 
as “the diffi  cult or the impracticable . . . the impossible, passage, the refused, 
denied, or prohibited passage, indeed the nonpassage.” Of course, the term apo-
ria is a statement of doubt. But Derrida takes us further by having us consider 
aporia as a nonpassage or impasse. Derrida (1993: 20–21) uses the plural term 
“aporias” to indicate a multiplicity of meaning. There is aporia as impermeabil-
ity, “the opaque existence of an uncrossable border.” In the second type, aporia 
is an impasse because there is “not yet or there is no longer a border to cross . . . 
the limit is too porous, permeable, and indeterminate.” In the third type, aporia 
is “the impossible”: the “nonpassage” because “there is no more path.”

But an impasse or nonpassage in and across what territory? Derrida (1993: 1, 
5) poses the question of aporia in relation to a set of limits or borders, the “fi nis” 
of territory. He thus notes the “limits of truth,” of how truth is “precisely limited, 
fi nite, and confi ned within its borders.” In particular, Derrida (1993: 23) wants to 
consider three types of limits: those that separate countries, nations, cultures; 
the “separations and sharings” between disciplines of research and domains 
of discourse; and the borders that demarcate concepts or terms. The point of 
Derrida’s analysis is not to fi nd safe passage across such borders and limits but 
instead to consider the aporias that haunt the attempt to pass and trespass. Put 
another way, Derrida (1993: 9) is keenly attuned to what he describes as the 
“essential incompleteness of translating.”

I present this opening essay of Territories of Poverty in the spirit of Derrida’s 
refl ection on aporias as prohibited or impossible passage. The aporias of poverty 
indicate the limits or borders that this book attempts to cross and that yet are 
passages that remain prohibited, impossible, refused, undecidable. These include 
the limits of truth, the threshold of normal science that must be negotiated each 
time an agenda of scholarship is craft ed. In particular, Territories of Poverty is 
interested in broaching and breaching what Derrida (1993: 41) calls the “prob-
lematic closure,” that which “assigns a domain, a territory, or a fi eld to an inquiry, 
a research, or a knowledge.” What is the passage between social histories of the 
North Atlantic welfare state and critical ethnographies of development in the 
global South? What is the fi nis, the border, that demarcates global North and 
global South and that must be exceeded in order for such a passage to exist? In 
what ways is this passage an aporia, an impossible passage?
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Aporia haunts not only this agenda of scholarship but also the very pro-
cesses and movements from which this book takes its cue. On the one hand, a 
rearranged world order connotes new territorial relations of development and 
underdevelopment, sovereignty and dependence, prosperity and poverty. On 
the other hand, these recalibrated borders must be seen as prohibited, diffi  cult, 
refused. In particular, the category of the global South—including that which 
animates the analytical modality of seeing from the South—is an aporia. To 
view poverty territorially is to take on this aporetic impulse, to disrupt the lim-
its of which Derrida (1993: 41) warns: the “single braid” of problematic closure, 
anthropological border, and conceptual demarcation. Such is the single braid of 
well- worn topographic designations of  poverty—slum,  ghetto—each securely 
located in its hemisphere of  diff erence—South, North.

It is worth refl ecting that Derrida explores the question of aporias in tandem 
with the question of death. It is the discourse of death that initiates for him the 
“rhetoric of borders,” including the “borders of truth and borders of property.” 
Aft er all, death, he argues, implicates the “right of property to one’s own life,” 
what can also be understood as the “proper of our existence” (Derrida 1993: 3). 
While this topic exceeds the scope of this book, poverty necessarily involves 
the work of death, or what Mbembe (2003: 13) has termed necropolitics, “where 
becoming subject therefore supposes upholding the work of death.” Akhil Gupta 
(2012: 5) thus presents extreme poverty in India “as a direct and culpable form 
of killing made possible by state policies and practices.” What are the limits of 
truth at these limits of life?

For a moment let us return to Chicago. Ben Austen’s (2013) essay narrates 
an incident involving Joe Peery, a key fi gure in the Chicago chapter of the Na-
tional Union of the Homeless, and a resident of the infamous  Cabrini- Green 
public housing project, which until its demolition was located just blocks from 
Chicago’s zone of affl  uence: “Peery remembered a homeless man freezing to 
death in a cardboard box just 100 feet from one of the Cabrini  towers—a 
building fi lled with vacant units, central heat pumping ceaselessly into each 
of them.” The incident became an impetus for the homeless union to begin 
takeovers of vacant  government- owned housing, to transform the politics of 
life and death.

And for a moment let us return to Maboneng, that hypersecuritized zone of 
creative energy and cultural consumption in Johannesburg. Here, the work of 
death becomes the cultural politics of gentrifi cation. An art installation on the 
sidewalk features a guard booth, an uncanny mimicry of the security  borders—
visible and  invisible—that mark the limits of Maboneng. “The guard sat on my 
cactus, now my cactus is dead,” reads the epigraph (fi gures 1 and 2). Recon-
stituted as aesthetic object, the territory of poverty thus becomes the site of a 



FIGURE 1. 
Maboneng, 
Johannesburg. 
Photo by author.

FIGURE 2. 
Maboneng, 
Johannesburg. 
Photo by author.
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parody of death. At once passage and impasse, such parody is one of the many 
aporias of poverty.

 THE REARRANGEMENT OF THE WORLD

In a modest and preliminary way, my purpose is to investigate more closely 
what makes one single braid of these three forms of limits, to which I have 
given the somewhat arbitrary names of problematic closure, anthropological 
border, and conceptual demarcation.
—Jacques Derrida, Aporias (1993: 41, emphasis in original)

The start of the  twenty- fi rst century is marked by a new world order of devel-
opment and underdevelopment, the rearrangement of prosperity and growth 
across global North and global South. On the one hand, the economies of the 
North Atlantic are in turmoil. From the American Great Recession to what has 
been dubbed the existential crisis of the Eurozone, hitherto prosperous liberal 
democracies are on shaky ground. If the 1980s was billed as the lost development 
decade in Africa and Latin America because of structural adjustment, then to-
day the Bush era of neoliberal redistribution is being billed as the lost decade 
for the American middle class (Pew Research Center 2012). On the other hand, 
in the economic powerhouses of the global South, such as India and China, new 
hegemonic models of capital accumulation are being put into place. And there 
is fast and furious experimentation with welfare programs and human develop-
ment, be it the building of the world’s largest development ngo in Bangladesh, or 
the craft ing of a “new deal” for India’s slum dwellers, or the institutionalization 
of “right to the city” policies in Brazil, or vigorous debate about a guaranteed 
minimum income in South Africa. These exist in relationship with, and also at 
odds with, what Wacquant (2009: xi) has billed as “the neoliberal government of 
social insecurity,” or “America as the living laboratory of the neoliberal future.” 
They reveal the intense reinventions of development that are taking place in 
the global South, practices and imaginations that seem foreclosed in the North 
Atlantic. They also bring into view the multiplicity and heterogeneity of cap-
italism’s futures. It is in this context that we attempt to rethink territories of 
 poverty—beyond the categories of slum and ghetto, beyond urban underclass 
and heroic informal entrepreneur, beyond North and South.

Poverty is no longer where it once was. In the North American metropo-
lis, familiar geographies of ghetto poverty now exist alongside large swaths of 
suburban poverty. In the global South, the “new bottom billion” lives not in 
low- income, fragile states but in  middle- income countries (Sumner 2012). In his 
essay in this volume, Akhil Gupta thus asks us to consider the various reterritori-
alizations of space that are at work in a rearranged world. Not only are territories 
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of poverty changing, he notes, but processes of dramatic stratifi cation and segre-
gation are unfolding in both the global North and global South. Alongside this 
“new geography of global poverty” (Sumner 2012) is possibly a new architecture 
of sovereignty. While President Barack Obama recently toured Africa with the 
familiar script of American leadership and Third World  poverty—trade not aid, 
has been his  motto—the story of development in Africa has a quite diff erent 
lead character: China. In order to “decentre the North” in the study of develop-
ment, as Mohan and Power (2009: 27) put it, it is necessary to reinscribe new 
and heterogenous cartographies of power and poverty. From China’s drive to 
secure farmland and mineral resources in Africa to the U.S. quest for homeland 
security, to South Korea’s transformation from an aid- receiving nation to a rep-
licable model of Asian success, to ambitious experiments with social democracy 
in Latin America, to the remaking of popular politics in the Middle East, this is 
a world of multiple polarities and shift ing alliances. This is clearly not the world 
order established at Bretton Woods.

It is tempting to interpret a rearranged world as the entrenchment of neolib-
eralism and austerity politics in the North Atlantic contrasted with the reinven-
tion of New Deal social democracy in the global South. But it is instead more 
useful to consider how, as Ferguson (2009) notes, new rationalities of poverty 
alleviation are emerging from within, and not just against, neoliberalism. Thus, 
in their ongoing work on neoliberalization, including in this book (“Paying 
for Good Behavior: Cash Transfer Policies in the Wild”), Jamie Peck and Nik 
Theodore highlight a set of globally circulating models of poverty interventions 
that are simultaneously pro- poor and pro- market. This is a new logic of social 
assistance, and it is also a new  spatio- temporality of welfare and development: 
the uneven global geographies of fast policy that cut across hemispheres and 
continents. Or, Bill Maurer, in his contribution “Data- Mining for Development? 
Poverty, Payment and Platform,” by studying what he calls “poverty payment,” 
the vast sprawl of mobile payments through which the poor increasingly partic-
ipate in global capitalism, highlights the limits of a  laissez- faire approach. The 
means of value transfer, Maurer notes, are seen not only as transactional data 
and opportunities for profi t, but also as public good. Needless to say, I use the 
word “new” with the caution it deserves. For example, in her essay in this book, 
“Funding the Other California: An Anatomy of Consensus and Consent,” Erica 
Kohl- Arenas traces neoliberal consensus politics all the way back to the height 
of farmworker organizing in California and to César Chávez’s faith in ideologies 
of “mutual prosperity.” Her work reminds us of the contradictory articulation of 
poor people’s movements and the bureaucracy of poverty, the uneasy suturing of 
radical practices of self- determination and ideologies of self- help. In our essay 
“Gray Areas,” Stuart Schrader, Emma Shaw Crane, and I explore such contra-
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dictions in the context of community development in the United States during 
the turbulent 1960s. We demonstrate how community action was rapidly trans-
formed into programs of community development, especially those animated 
by the ethos of self- help rather than self- determination. But also in cities like 
Oakland, the bureaucracy of poverty became the platform for radical visions 
and practices of self- determination, notably by the Black Panther Party. Such 
poor people’s movements, as I have already suggested, had a global imagination, 
linking ghetto and colony, the battlefi elds of Vietnam and the inner cities of 
America. Today’s neoliberalism has been indelibly shaped by such movements, 
their institutionalization in community development, as well as their militant 
disavowal of liberal government.

In their recent manifesto “Aft er Neoliberalism,” Stuart Hall, Doreen Massey, 
and Michael Rustin (2013: 10) analyze the “global character of neoliberalism,” 
its “fi nancial imperialism,” and “its planetary search for new assets in which 
to speculate.” But, as they note, “neoliberalism never conquered everything. 
It operated within, and created, a world of great diversity and unevenness.” It 
is this uncertain and incomplete character of neoliberalism, these diverse and 
uneven geographies, that are the object of interest for Territories of Poverty. In 
fact, we do not necessarily privilege the analytical framework of neoliberal-
ism in our investigations. Instead, our wager is that the problematic of poverty 
provides unique insights into the global present. As Alyosha Goldstein states 
in the opening line of his essay for this volume (“The Duration of Inequality: 
Limits, Liability, and the Historical Specifi city of Poverty”), “the ‘persistence of 
poverty’ is a constitutive dilemma for the idea of historical progress.” It is also 
our wager that the regulation and management of poverty entails practices of 
state, civil society, and market that oft en exceed and even disrupt the templates 
of crude austerity. From conditional cash transfers to philanthrocapitalism to 
microfi nance and mobile money, a proliferation of programs and rationalities 
recalibrate market fundamentalism. Refl ecting on Bill Maurer’s essay in this 
volume on payment platforms, Christina Gossmann, in “Representation: Fast 
Policy in a Mobile World,” thus notes that the privatization of mobile banking 
may not be so easily accomplished.

The single braid of neoliberalism is particularly limited when we turn our 
attention to poverty, welfare, and development in the global South. Take for 
example the case of the brics, the formation comprising Brazil, Russia, India, 
China, and South Africa. On the one hand, this alignment of economic hege-
mony may be understood as what Prashad (2012: 145) has called “Neoliberalism 
with Southern Characteristics.” On the other hand, it is a refusal of the north-
ern formula of structural adjustment. Thus, consider the bold 1989 declara-
tion of Manmohan Singh, later to become prime minister of India, that “new 
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locomotive forces have to be found within the South” (Prashad 2012: 9). Thus, 
consider the distinctive framing of North–South geographies formulated by 
Maite  Nkoana- Mashabane, South Africa’s minister of international relations, in 
preparation for the 2013 Durban summit of the brics. For her, the brics present 
an opportunity to challenge “North–South disparities in knowledge production” 
and to recognize “multiple centres of human civilization” (Nkoana- Mashabane 
2013: 6). She draws her inspiration not only from Frantz Fanon and Paulo Freire 
but from a 1915 essay by W. E. B. Du Bois that identifi es the “accumulation of 
wealth by the North while the South was being underdeveloped” (Nkoana- 
Mashabane 2013: 9). Celebrating that “since then China has risen and Africa is 
rising,”  Nkoana- Mashabane (2013: 9) distinguishes the “emerging global players 
of the South” from “the traditional powers.” Hers is a vision of a rearranged 
world that relies at once on new formations of economic hegemony and the long 
history of anti- imperialist struggle.

Such regimes of global liberalism demand analytical attention on their own 
terms, and not simply as instantiations of a predictable and universal script of 
neoliberalism. And they demand, as Hall, Massey, and Rustin (2013: 11) suggest, 
an account of the “tectonic shift  of economic power,” from the North Atlantic, 
“to China and the other bric countries.” For a while now, scholars of global 
political economy have foreshadowed this shift  of economic hegemony. Arrighi 
(2009) thus narrates the history of the present as “the new Asian Age,” an “Asian 
renaissance,” that marks the end of an age of American supremacy. Territories of 
Poverty does not conceptualize this rearranged world as a unidirectional shift  
in economic hegemony from the North Atlantic to the global South. Arrighi, 
I would argue, gets it wrong in suggesting that the neoconservative Project for 
the New American Century is over, eclipsed by the New Asian Age. American 
imperialism remains a vital part of the present historical conjuncture. The ter-
minal crisis of American economic hegemony remains integrally connected to 
new vectors and frontiers of militarization, both at home and abroad. Territories 
of Poverty, by keeping in simultaneous view the multiple cartographies of de-
velopment and welfare, performs a genealogy that is attentive to a rearranged 
world and its multiple histories.

Inspired by the current historical moment, Territories of Poverty thus seeks 
to move beyond the North–South geographies that have shaped the study of 
capitalism and its social regulation, notably Euro- American welfare states versus 
Third World development. That such a divide has persisted is in and of itself 
surprising, since, as Goldstein (2012: 3) notes in his recent book, Poverty in Com-
mon, “early Cold War doctrines of international development and moderniza-
tion . . . were intimately and increasingly associated with U.S. policy on domestic 
poverty during the thirty years following the Second World War.” Despite this 
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long history of geopolitical entanglements, American poverty scholarship and 
Third World poverty scholarship have grown up apart. The important shift  in 
American poverty  scholarship—from the causes and symptoms of poverty to 
the analysis of how poverty is managed and regulated as a social  problem—led 
by scholars such as Frances Fox Piven, Michael Katz, Alice O’Connor, and Loïc 
Wacquant, has been staged in near complete separation from critical ethnog-
raphies of development. This latter body of work, led by Julia Elyachar, James 
Ferguson, Michael Goldman, Akhil Gupta, Gillian Hart, Tania Murray Li, Tim-
othy Mitchell, Anna Tsing, and Michael Watts, among many others, has sought 
to understand international development as a distinctive project, instantiated 
and negotiated through competing practices, rationalities, and hegemonies. It 
is rather obvious that these two separated worlds of analysis have much to say 
to one another. It is perhaps less obvious that a multinational comparison may 
not necessarily accomplish such a task. Comparative eff orts, as in the classic 1996 
text, Urban Poverty and the Underclass: A Reader, edited by Enzo Mingione, are 
important but usually leave untouched the geohistorical categories of the urban 
industrial North and its others. Territories of Poverty is an eff ort in relational 
analysis, one that brings critical ethnographies of development in relation with 
social histories of the welfare state, and one that inevitably positions the West 
and the rest in relation to one another in a rearranged world. One inspiration 
comes from Vincanne Adams (2013). In keeping with the genre of critical eth-
nographies of development, Adams reframes the analysis of American neoliber-
alism by uncovering its articulations with disaster recovery,  faith- based charity, 
and humanitarian reason. Her essay in this volume, “Disaster Markets and the 
Poverty Factory,” continues such lines of analysis.

Needless to say, Territories of Poverty is not unique in its eff orts to rethink 
the relational categories of North and South. In particular, it builds on key 
approaches in postcolonial theory, notably Chakrabarty’s (2000) call to “pro-
vincialize” Europe “in global times.” Chakrabarty demonstrates the parochial 
character of seemingly universal thought, thereby revealing the narrowly Euro-
pean origins of canonical histories of capital and modernity. This is not, as he 
notes, an argument against the idea of universals but instead an argument “that 
the universal was a highly unstable fi gure.” In asking how thought is related to 
place, Chakrabarty is thus able to suggest that a renewal of thought may come 
“from and for the margins” (2007: 16). But, as he notes, “the margins are as plural 
and diverse as the centers.” Thus it is that in the place of the universal history of 
capital, Chakrabarty (2007: xvii) calls for “heterotemporal horizons” of “innu-
merable” histories. Such an approach, I believe, is invaluable for an agenda of 
poverty scholarship and its universals.

Closely related to the ambitious task of rethinking capitalism and its fu-
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tures is the ongoing endeavor to craft  a Southern theory of the present histor-
ical conjuncture. Following Sparke (2007: 117), I mean the global South as a 
“concept- metaphor” that interrupts the “fl at world” conceits of globalization. 
Sparke (2007: 117) notes that “the Global South is everywhere, but it is also 
always somewhere, and that somewhere, located at the intersection of entan-
gled political geographies of dispossession and repossession, has to be mapped 
with persistent geographical responsibility.” I take this to mean that the global 
South cannot be mapped as a single and stable location. And in particular, the 
global South cannot be understood as a stable ontological category symbolizing 
subalternity from which we can produce theory. In their recent treatise Theory 
from the South, Comaroff  and Comaroff  (2012: 47) thus argue that the “the south 
cannot be defi ned, a priori, in substantive terms. The label bespeaks a relation, 
not a thing in or for itself.” They defi ne the task of Southern theory in a manner 
that is attentive to the historical conjuncture I have already outlined: that it is in 
the global South that “radically new assemblages of capital and labor are taking 
shape” and that these “prefi gure the future of the global north” (Comaroff  and 
Comaroff  2012: 12). Theory from the South, they argue, is not about narrating 
modernity from its “undersides,” but rather revealing the “history of the present” 
from the “distinctive vantage point” that are these frontiers of accumulation 
(Comaroff  and Comaroff  2012: 7). Such is the case with the southernmost edge of 
Chicago, which must be understood not simply as the (post)industrial North but 
instead as the territory of the dispossessions and activisms that are prefi gured in 
the global South and which have always been a part of the making of the global 
North. In keeping with Alyosha Goldstein’s essay in this volume, “The Duration 
of Inequality: Limits, Liability, and Juridical Proximity,” this means attending to 
the long histories of colonialism and continental conquest in North America, to 
“slavery and its aft erlives.”

For a while now in urban studies, scholars have called for “new geographies 
of theory” (Roy 2009). In keeping with Chakrabarty’s mandate, this has been 
an eff ort to consider the relationship between thought and place. To see from 
the South is not to replace one location of theory with another but instead to 
rethink the territory of thought itself. As Comaroff  and Comaroff  (2012: 1) note, 
the West has been the privileged location of “universal learning” while the “non- 
West—variously known as the ancient world, the orient, the primitive world, 
the third world, the underdeveloped world, the developing world, and now the 
global south” has been seen “primarily as a place of parochial wisdom, of an-
tiquarian traditions, of exotic ways and means . . . above all, of unprocessed 
data.” To rethink the territory of thought is to also rethink this divide, one that 
I interpret as also the divide between  Theory—capital and  capitalized—and 
 ethnography—diminutive and modest. Territories of Poverty thus holds in si-
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multaneous view the rearrangement of the global North and global South as well 
as the methodologies of ethnography and history.

Here it is worth turning to James Cliff ord’s (1989) “Notes on Theory and 
Travel.” Cliff ord writes: “‘Theory’ is a product of displacement, comparison, a 
certain distance. To theorize, one leaves home. But like any act of travel, the-
ory begins and ends somewhere.” For Cliff ord, “every center or home” is today 
“someone else’s periphery or diaspora.” Theory, he thus argues, “is no longer 
naturally ‘at home’ in the West,” because the West is no longer “a privileged place” 
to “collect, sift , translate, and generalize.” Cliff ord “challenges the propensity 
of theory to seek a stable place, to fl oat above historical conjunctures.” If the 
condition of no longer being “at home in the West” is understood as the present 
historical disjuncture, then it may mark a useful, albeit unstable, (dis)location 
for a theory from the South or a provincialized Northern theory. Put another 
way, this understanding of the global South is an aporetic formulation, one that 
insists on the South not as stable geographical location but instead, following 
Sparke (2007: 119), as a “form of reterritorialization.” The South is “everywhere 
but always somewhere” is also an analytical modality, allowing us to rethink the 
territory of thought that is the analysis of poverty.

Poverty as a Social Problem

“I keep the word problem for another reason: so as to put this word in tension 
with another Greek word, aporia. . . . There, in sum, in this place of aporia, 
there is no longer any problem. Not that, alas or unfortunately, the solutions 
have been given, but because one could no longer even fi nd a problem that 
would constitute itself and that one would keep in front of oneself, as a 
presentable object or project, as a protective representative or a prosthetic 
substitute, as some kind of border still to cross or behind which to protect 
oneself.”
—Jacques Derrida, Aporias (1993: 12, emphasis in original)

The turn of the century is marked by the reemergence of poverty as a public 
concern. In particular, poverty has been reconstituted as a global issue. Global 
poverty is now a dominant and ubiquitous area of discourse, with a bold imagi-
nation of poverty action and social change. In his essay in this book, Akhil Gupta 
argues that “global poverty” is a discourse that seeks universal explanations and 
universal solutions, oft en defi ning a relationship between “wealthy  nation- states 
and peoples in the global North” and the “unfortunate poor in the global South.” 
Connecting unusual constellations of multilateral development institutions, 
global poverty campaigns, transnational nongovernmental organizations and 
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social movements, powerful philanthropic foundations with international reach, 
and multinational corporations, global poverty is an emergent fi eld of prac-
tice and intervention. It is also a fi eld of knowledge, with new methodologies 
of assessment and evaluation integrally connected to human development. As 
Jamie Peck and Nik Theodore outline in their essay in this book, the present 
historical conjuncture involves new regimes of fast policy, what they call “model 
power,” “orchestrated from global centers of persuasion, enacted through expert 
networks, sustained by narratives of best practice, and mediated by the rational-
istic lore of experimental evaluation.” These are no longer simply the “money 
doctors” of the 1980s and 1990s but a new group of poverty experts. Poverty 
knowledge is also being produced in the crucible of volunteerism, charity, aid 
advocacy, and humanitarian engagement. In and through such intimate en-
counters with poverty, “millennials”—college students and young professionals 
in both the global North and global South—are defi ning a global sense of self, 
articulating an ethics of global citizenship, and making and unmaking their 
own class ontologies.

Territories of Poverty is premised on the wager that the problematic of pov-
erty, especially poverty as a global issue, provides unique analytical purchase in 
the investigation of capitalism’s multiple futures. Inspired by social histories of 
the North Atlantic welfare state and critical ethnographies of development, its 
focus is not on the lived experience of poverty or on the causes and symptoms 
of poverty, but instead on the management and regulation of poverty as a social 
problem. Put another way, Territories of Poverty is concerned with how “the 
history of government might well be written as a history of problematizations” 
(Rose and Miller 1992: 279). To pursue such a line of analysis, we have to ask, as 
does Michael Katz in the fi rst essay of this collection: “What kind of a problem 
is poverty?”

The global present is marked by a dizzying proliferation of programs of gov-
ernment organized around poverty as a social problem. Unfolding in a rear-
ranged world order, these programs indicate the renewal and reinvention of 
welfare and development in the global South. As I have suggested earlier in this 
essay, it would be a mistake to limit the analysis of such programs to the common 
denominator of neoliberalism, even if we were to take neoliberalism as an inev-
itably incomplete and hybrid formation. Instead of positioning contemporary 
programs of welfare and development in relation to neoliberalization, we follow 
Ferguson’s (2013: 260) important mandate to consider how “social assistance has 
long been a challenging site for liberal thought.”

Of course, many of the most visible programs of the global poverty era are 
those that rely on market solutions. In my previous work, I have designated this 
composition of ideas and practices “poverty capitalism,” that which seeks to in-
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tegrate the world’s bottom billion into market rule (Roy 2010). Yet, as Bill Maurer 
argues, in his essay in this book, there are many projects of liberal government 
that defy the format of poverty capitalism. His own focus on payment platforms, 
notably the mobility of money, presents one such instance. More broadly, it is 
necessary to consider the heterotemporal horizons of welfare and development 
and to thus provincialize the universal and singular history of neoliberalism. 
As Molyneux (2008) notes, the “new social policy” mandates in Latin America 
cast doubt on “totalizing conceptions of neoliberalism” and instead indicate the 
need to consider regional histories and their distinctive formations of demo-
cratic politics.

Put another way, the problem of poverty may require a complexity of rule 
that cannot be limited to the repertoire of neoliberal techniques of government. 
Thus, in her essay “From Poor Peripheries to Sectarian Frontiers: Planning, 
Development, and the Spatial Production of Sectarianism in Beirut, Lebanon,” 
Hiba Bou Akar shows how entities like  Hezbollah—those that are both inside 
and outside the  state—can simultaneously deploy military power, humanitarian 
reason, urban planning, and global fi nancialization. Erica Kohl- Arenas’s essay 
in this volume, on powerful foundations in California’s Central Valley, reminds 
us of organized philanthropy as a well- established technology of governing in 
America but also shows the entanglement of farmworker social movements, 
infrastructures of nonprofi t service delivery, and corporate philanthropy.

Nor is the designation “postneoliberalism” particularly satisfying. We tem-
per the prevailing optimism about poverty programs as “a southern challenge 
to the aid and development industry” (Hanlon, Barrientos, and Hulme 2010: 
11). Instead, we follow Ballard (2013: 1) who argues that what is at work in these 
experiments with welfare in the global South is “an increasingly heterodox ap-
proach which combines an enduring emphasis on liberalized economic growth 
with bolder biopolitical interventions for the poor.” Perhaps the best known of 
these programs of government is conditional cash transfers, what Jamie Peck 
and Nik Theodore in their essay describe as the “vanguard” of a “new hegemonic 
front in the fi eld of  social- assistance policy.” As Peck and Theodore argue, such 
programs have broken down the divides between “mainstream” economics (in 
the global North) and “development” economics (in the global South), as well 
as those between “diff erent welfare worlds,” albeit those that “invoke, hail, and 
work upon an ostensibly universal economic subject, a rational actor duly en-
abled to act on her own to escape poverty” with the appropriate “patterning 
of incentives.” It is this (prohibited) passage across South and North that is of 
interest to us. In Territories of Poverty, we thus frame programs of government 
that regulate the problem of poverty as aporetic formulations, the impossible 
formations of social citizenship in a rearranged world.
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To pay attention to the problem of poverty is to take seriously the analytical 
task of telling the history of government as the history of problematizations, in 
our case, as a provincialized rather than universal history. As Rabinow (2004: 
43) discusses, Foucault’s concept of problematization requires understanding 
not only how an object of thought comes to exist but also “how there are al-
ways several possible ways of responding to the same ensemble of diffi  culties.” 
Territories of Poverty seeks to advance precisely the shift  that Rabinow calls for 
in his analytics of problematization: from the singular to the multiple, from 
the necessary to the contingent. We fi nd this in Katz’s magisterial work on the 
American welfare state. As he notes “relief or welfare policy has never been 
inevitable . . . always, policies and practices have emerged from a choice among 
alternative possibilities” (Katz 1986: xii). In his essay in this volume, Bill Maurer 
thus notes that if we think of territories of poverty as political technologies, then 
we recognize that “they are contested within themselves, from within their own 
structuring logics or in terms of the conglomerations of people, capital, infra-
structure, and space making them up.” Following this provocation, Territories of 
Poverty charts how new poverty interventions incite uncharted cooptations and 
collaborations. Thus, in our essay on early American experiments with commu-
nity development, I join Stuart Schrader and Emma Shaw Crane to foreground 
how the Ford Foundation’s Gray Areas program and later the Great Society’s 
Model Cities program were appropriated by black power movements, ultimately 
becoming platforms for the rise of a black political class in “laboratory cities,” 
such as Oakland. Or as another example, Jamie Peck and Nik Theodore demon-
strate how Brazil’s Bolsa Familia, and now Namibia’s Basic Income Guarantee, 
are unruly mutations of the global script of development, eluding the authorita-
tive consensus on poverty alleviation programs, their conditionalities, and their 
methodologies of evaluation.

Here it is useful to turn to Derrida’s reminder that the concept of “problem” 
must always be placed in tension with the concept of “aporia.” Derrida (1993: 12) 
notes that a problem is constituted as a “presentable object or project,” oft en as 
a “protective representative or a prosthetic substitute” for what is complex and 
undecidable. Aporia, by contrast, suggests doubt in the place of project, dilemma 
in the place of representation, impasse in the place of solution. One example of 
this aporia comes in the form of what I call the Polanyi puzzle. In his masterful 
depiction of the rise of a market economy in England, Polanyi (2001) charts the 
double movement of capitalism. In doing so, he notes that pauperism, political 
economy, and the discovery of society were closely interwoven (Polanyi 2001: 
89). Such an insight anchors Territories of Poverty and its engagement with the 
global present. Polanyi’s analysis, including his theory of fi ctitious commodi-
ties, and his vision of socialism, are now part of the canon of political economy. 
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Less known is Polanyi’s detailed analysis of the welfare regimes of the Industrial 
Revolution, specifi cally England’s Speenhamland Law.

Polanyi devotes a signifi cant portion of The Great Transformation to the 
Speenhamland Law, which lasted in England from 1795 to 1834. A system of 
public subsidies to the poor in aid of wages, Speenhamland was based on the idea 
of the “right to live.” Polanyi (2001: 82) recognizes it as a “social and economic 
innovation,” a minimum income policy for its times, but argues that it created 
paupers out of the poor. Polanyi’s critique of Speenhamland is threefold. First, “it 
eff ectively prevented the establishment of a competitive labor market” (Polanyi 
2001: 82) and thus stalled the formation of a working class able to organize on 
the basis of class interest. Second, since Speenhamland assured subsidies to the 
poor “irrespective of their earnings,” it could not serve as a check against either 
the declining productivity of labor or the decline of wages. Workers, Polanyi 
(2001: 82) laments, could now make a living “by doing nothing (or not much 
more than nothing).” Third, Polanyi (2001: 86) views the Speenhamland Law as 
“an act of mercy” but “not of justice,” destroying the “self- respect of the common 
man,” and pauperizing the masses, “who almost lost their human shape in the 
process.” Polanyi thus concludes that the Poor Law Reform of 1834, while marked 
by “scientifi c cruelty,” freed the poor from such pauperization. Abolishing the 
“right to live,” it also abolished the “snug misery of degradation” (2001: 87). 
For the working classes, Polanyi prefers “death through exposure”—the fate of 
the proletariat in a “free labor market”—than the “rot of immobility” that the 
Speenhamland Law had created in its thoroughly localized regime of welfare.

Polanyi’s critique of the Speenhamland Law bears uncanny resemblance to 
contemporary discourses of dependency, of how the “right to live” can bind 
public funds to a subsidy of wages and install systems of paternalism. At key his-
torical moments in the making and unmaking of the U.S. welfare state, Polanyi’s 
interpretation of the Speenhamland Law has been resurrected. For example, 
Block and Somers (2003: 314) conclude that Polanyi’s critique of the Speenham-
land Law lacks “historical foundation,” that “poor relief did not hurt the poor; it 
helped to protect them from structural changes in the economy that had made it 
far more diffi  cult for people to earn a living.” But they also detail how, during the 
Nixon administration, the Family Assistance Plan put forward by Daniel Patrick 
Moynihan was compared to the Speenhamland Law and its immiseration of the 
poor (Block and Somers 2003: 284). As Katz (1989: 102) has argued, the Family 
Assistance Plan was “the fi rst major attempt to overhaul the social welfare struc-
ture erected in the 1930s” and a departure from “the  service- based programs of 
the War on Poverty.” In their critiques of the proposal, Nixon’s policy advisors 
relied heavily on Polanyi’s interpretation of poor relief (Block and Somers 2003: 
284). Similarly, in the 1980s, conservative critics of welfare used Polanyi’s ac-
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count of Speenhamland “at length to argue against both income guarantees and 
programs like afdc” (Block and Somers 2003: 285).

An important issue raised by Polanyi’s interpretation of the Speenhamland 
Law is the matter of historical archives. Block and Somers (2003: 297) argue that 
the archives remain silent on the lives and experiences of the recipients of poor 
relief. “Only parish offi  cers,” they note, “could be counted on to give the kinds 
of answers that commissioners or parliamentary investigators were seeking.” 
In fact, Elder (1964: 264) notes that critics of poor relief oft en “came from the 
struggling  lower- middle class which bore an unjust share of poor- relief costs” 
and drew much of their information “from the 1834 report of the Royal Com-
mission of Poor Law, rather than from fi rsthand experience.” Needless to say, we 
cannot uncover the authentic voices of the poor governed by the Speenhamland 
system. But following the argument laid out by Luis Flores Jr. in his essay in this 
volume, “Representation: An Archaeology of Poverty for the Present,” we can 
pay attention to the “concrete work” enabled by these ideas of poverty. Flores 
concludes: “Necessary in this task are both the historian’s purposeful chisel and 
the ethnographer’s critical fi eld notes, not to unearth buried ideas, but to map 
the dynamic ways in which they live through deliberate and eventful rearrange-
ments in the present.”

I present the Polanyi  puzzle—the fi erce opposition of this advocate of mu-
nicipal socialism to  welfare—as an example of the present history of poverty 
and its aporias. It demonstrates how social assistance is a not only “a challenging 
site for liberal thought,” as argued by Ferguson (2013: 26), but also an impasse 
for the philosophers of capitalism’s ravages. It is thus that in his treatise on the 
“global precariat,” Standing (2011: 55) echoes Polanyi’s critique of Speenhamland 
and evokes the “subsidy state as the bane of the precariat.” Put bluntly, welfare 
policies, human development programs, and antipoverty interventions—and 
their attendant “declarations of dependence,” to use Ferguson’s (2013) felicitous 
 phrase—seem to confound the teleology of class struggle and in turn notions 
of personhood premised on the idea of the worker.

But if we are to take seriously the task of provincializing the North Atlantic, 
then the seemingly universal history of capital narrated by Polanyi must be 
understood as a parochial story, one embedded in the distinctive history of 
the Industrial Revolution in England and its politics of social class. Territories 
of Poverty does not seek to replace this history but instead holds it in view, in 
genealogical fashion, alongside numerous other histories, including those that 
require a nonlaborist analysis of welfare. In contrast to Polanyi’s unrelenting 
emphasis on the economic freedom enabled by proletarianization, it brings into 
view other economies, including those that Ferguson (2007: 83) identifi es as the 
“striking vision of the future,” where waged work is “a receding, twentieth cen-
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tury relic.” It is in this sense that the global South can be seen as a prefi guration 
of North Atlantic futures.

Does such a global present force a refashioning of the concerns about human 
degradation wrought by welfare? Take for example the contemporary debates 
about basic income. In a distinctively nonlaborist analysis, Pateman (2004: 92) 
presents basic income as providing the “freedom not to be employed” (emphasis 
in original). Pateman (2004: 89) argues that basic income must be understood 
as a “democratic right,” one that can help break the “mutual reinforcement of 
the institutions of marriage, employment, and citizenship.” In a refl ection on her 
father’s legacy, Polanyi Levitt (2013: 114) argues that Karl Polanyi would have lent 
his support to the idea of “a share in the social product as a citizen right.” Can 
such views only be advanced in the global South, where “the baggage of 20th 
century social security is light” and “the industrial labour model clearly does 
not apply”? (Standing 2008: 23). Could it be that the “desocialization of wage 
labor,” Wacquant’s (2008: 246) description of the precariat, this time in the North 
Atlantic but always already elsewhere, inaugurates new lines of political thought 
about social assistance?

If we think of the global present in these  terms—this time in the North Atlantic 
but always already  elsewhere—then we are required to return to the question 
of heterotemporality posed by Chakrabarty and other postcolonial theorists. 
Territories of Poverty is concerned with the historical conjuncture that is the 
“now.” But I rely on Derrida (1993: 1) to think about the now as “a time that is 
out of joint.” This “radical untimeliness” (Derrida 1993: 29) has no dialectical 
resolution but instead persists as an anachrony, a disjointedness with the past 
and present. In his essay in this volume, Alyosha Goldstein examines juridical 
scripts of settlement and reconciliation that seek to resolve past injustice. As a 
“constitutive dilemma for the idea of historical progress,” the “persistence of 
poverty” is thus managed through “moments of apparent incremental resolu-
tion and institutional mechanisms that enact periodization.” But despite such 
forms of “compensatory closure,” poverty remains as an “unseemly presence in 
the present.”

I am arguing, then, that such a disjunctive understanding of temporality is 
especially useful in understanding a rearranged world of South and North, not 
simply as diff erent geographies but as multiple futures. I also turn to Derrida’s 
notion of untimeliness as an autocritique. Aft er all, I fi rst conceptualized the 
intellectual project that became Territories of Poverty as the ethical task of the 
critical theorist. Inspired by Fraser (2009: 158), I saw myself as refl ecting on “the 
historical situation” I inhabit, asking “what do the times demand?” But Derrida 
(1993) casts doubt on this comfortable habitation and thus on the timeliness of 
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our ethical aspirations. Through anachrony, Derrida forces a reconceptualiza-
tion of justice from “calculable equality” to “incalculability” in a world where 
responsibility exceeds the “living present.” To step out of the living present is 
deeply disconcerting. It renders us out of joint. But, as I have been arguing all 
through this essay, it allows us to understand the elsewhere that has already al-
ways been outside, or rendered outside, of the living present. In this way, radical 
untimeliness might indeed be what Cornell (2005), in her homage to Derrida, 
has called the “gift  of the future.”

The Ethics of Encounter

No justice . . . seems possible or thinkable without the principle of some 
responsibility, beyond all living present, within that which disjoins the living 
present.
—Jacques Derrida, Specters of Marx: The State of the Debt, the Work of 
Mourning, and the New International (1994: xviii)

In Fragments of an Anarchist Anthropology, Graeber (2004: 6) seeks to advance 
an “ethical discourse about revolutionary practice.” Inspired by Kropotkin, he 
imagines an anarchism that is “society without government,” a society consti-
tuted through “free agreements concluded between the various groups, territo-
rial and professional.” One of Graeber’s (2004: 82) examples is the “new global 
uprising”—“the autonomous municipalities of Chiapas . . . the asambleas bar-
riales of Buenos Aires . . . an international network (People’s Global Action) . . . 
days of action against the wto (in Seattle).” Celebrating the “unprecedented 
tactics” of this uprising, Graeber (2004: 84, 77) argues that it is “increasingly an-
archist in inspiration.” Territories of Poverty has been conceptualized and written 
in the global present of a world rearranged by such social forces. And of course, 
other social movements have appeared on the world stage since Graeber’s trea-
tise. The Occupy Movement, in which Graeber was an important interlocutor, 
created a new common sense, in cities from New York to Oakland, about poverty 
and inequality. Not only did it enact occupations of space but it also sought to 
disrupt the temporality of fi nancialized futures. In November 2011 I wrote thus 
of the movement:

Yesterday was a day of action in Berkeley, to defend public education and to protest 
the police brutality that had been unleashed against Occupy Cal student protesters 
just a few days ago. (Not surprisingly, alongside the democratic experiments of 
the Occupy movement has unfolded a set of experiments in penality). Two years 
ago, the public education movement at Cal had stalled over the territorializa-
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tion of protest. A string of building  occupations—and fi erce police action against 
them—had eff ectively served as a clamp. But now thousands  marched—as their 
signs read, to occupy, to occupy the future (no reference to Chomsky intended).

As I walked alongside some of my undergraduate students (barely twenty) in 
a rally that shut down city streets, they recounted how two weeks ago they had 
joined a general strike to blockade the port of Oakland. Euphoric about collective 
action, they nevertheless registered  ambivalence—because the referents of protest, 
from the site of the port to the very term “strike,” seemed alien to their generation, 
one with neither memory nor anticipation of such landscapes of labor. Encamp-
ments, barricades, rent strikes, picket lines, were all of interest to them, but what 
mattered most they said was the moment. What did that entail, I asked? Refusing 
futures of student debt, resisting systematic disinvestment in our collective futures, 
remanding the foreclosure of politics, they replied. For this global generation of 
austerity, occupations may indeed be predictable, from Tahrir Square to Zuccotti 
Park to Sproul Plaza, but there is nothing predictable about a creativity that seeks 
to occupy the Great Recession itself.

Could it be that such spatializations are a détournement not just of the es-
tablishments of capitalism but equally of established geographies of resistance? 
(Roy 2011a)

Since then, spectacular and sweeping mass- political uprisings have transformed 
the Arab world, challenging authoritarian regimes from Tunisia to Egypt to Tur-
key. As we must rethink capitalism and its futures, so we must rethink the estab-
lished geographies and vocabularies of resistance. In many ways, these diverse 
movements are bound together in a common global imagination of collective 
action. Yet they bear fundamentally diff erent purpose and meaning and cannot 
be read as parts of a singular and coherent global uprising. In particular, they 
cannot be understood as poor people’s movements arrayed against the machi-
nations of global capitalism. While speaking the language of social justice, they 
are oft en haunted by indeterminacy, an aporia if you will. It is with this indeter-
minacy that they seek to negotiate the “gift  of the future.”

If it is not possible to sustain the framework of a singular and coherent global 
uprising, then how can an ethical discourse about practice be imagined and 
approached? Territories of Poverty locates this question in programs of gov-
ernment, those that seek to manage and regulate poverty as a social problem. 
Following Lawson and Elwood (2013), I conceptualize such programs as “zones 
of encounter,” those in which “middle class people come into close contact with 
‘poor others,’” and “where class diff erence is troubled and reworked.” While 
Graeber (2004: 9) argues that “policy is the negation of politics . . . something 
concocted by some form of elite,” an instantiation of the “state or governing 
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apparatus which imposes its will on others,” I see policy, or more broadly liberal 
government, to be the terrain of politics. This politics includes the complex and 
contradictory entanglement of poor people’s movements and bureaucracies of 
poverty. But it is also the intimate relationalities through which an ethics of 
the (middle class) self is craft ed through encounters with poverty. In contrast 
to Graeber’s understanding of an ethical discourse of revolutionary action as 
an anarchist disavowal of government, I understand ethics in the Foucauldian 
sense, as the “constitution of oneself as a moral subject,” “as a care of the self ” that 
includes “a general attitude with respect to oneself, to others, and to the world” 
(Davidson 2007: xxiii–xxiv). As zones of encounter, programs of government are 
one of the sites at which such practices of the self are enacted. Following Fou-
cault, such practices of the self can be understood as the “deliberative practice 
of freedom,” a “freedom of conduct” (Davidson 2007), which is a quite diff erent 
understanding of power than the imposition of will concocted by an elite that 
Graeber advances. With this in mind, Territories of Poverty undertakes what 
Povinelli (2011: x), following Cliff ord, terms a “sociography,” “a way of writing 
the social from the point of view of social projects.”

The most ambitious of these social projects is poverty action. As an idea 
and practice, poverty action is inchoate and indeterminate, but like the diverse 
mass- political uprisings of the past two decades, it is a key marker of the present 
historical conjuncture. Indeed, the new millennium can be understood as the age 
of poverty, one in which poverty has been constituted as a global issue but also 
as an ethical issue. In this sense, poverty action has become an important mode 
of subjectivation, a way of defi ning a sense of self, relations with “poor others,” 
and thus a place in the world. Today, sites of poverty action abound: from the 
rituals of volunteerism and church missions to rock concerts with sideshows 
of antipoverty campaigns. If Jeff rey Sachs (2005) has boldly hailed “the end 
of poverty,” then such an imagination is being enacted not only in the offi  ces 
of the World Bank and usaid or the campaigns and projects of international 
ngos such as Oxfam and World Vision, but also in the countless moments of 
charity, philanthropy, and advocacy through which  middle- class actors seek 
to act upon, and mitigate, the poverty of others. Territories of Poverty seeks to 
uncover emergent formats of encounters with poverty, as well as the formations 
of poverty knowledge thus engendered. Our wager is that this type of poverty 
knowledge must be taken seriously, that it permeates and transforms the offi  cial 
worlds of welfare and development and articulates, in uneasy fashion, with poor 
people’s movements. As territory must be understood as political technology, so 
too must such practices of the self.

In this sense, poverty is not just a global social problem, but rather an ethical 
discourse in and through which social class is being craft ed. Writing about the 
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Industrial Revolution, its welfare regimes and poor reforms, Polanyi (2001: 89) 
reminds us that “it was in relation to the problem of poverty that people began 
to explore the meaning of life in a complex society.” So is it the case today. My 
own research and teaching has been concerned with the relationship between 
global poverty and “millennials,” college students and young professionals in 
both the global North and global South who are making and unmaking their 
class position through encounters with poverty and engagements with pov-
erty action. This book thus includes short essays by such millennials as they 
craft  their own relationships to poverty knowledge and critical theory. Today’s 
millennials and their poverty action are reminiscent of historical accounts of 
Progressive era social reformers in America, many of them  middle- class women 
with college degrees, who were residing in settlement houses, producing social 
surveys, occasionally allying with the labor movement, and serving as advocates 
for the poor (Katz 1986). Yet, they are also part of a global present with its own 
distinctive histories. Take the account of Anh- Thi Le in this book, “Representa-
tion: Moving Beyond the Geography of Privilege,” which charts the “geography 
of privilege” that has marked her various endeavors of volunteerism and philan-
thropy. But as Anh- Thi notes, these “principles of service and volunteerism” are 
rooted in a specifi c immigrant experience, her “parents’ struggles as refugees 
during the Vietnam War, and the political, fi nancial, and communal support 
that they received when they fi rst arrived to the United States.” These are the 
global, territorial, and imperial histories through which the problem of poverty 
is today mediated.

Territories of Poverty thus attempts to study the intimacies and ontologies of 
poverty action. In her essay for this book, Vincanne Adams links such social on-
tologies of poverty action to the apparatus of disaster capitalism. Writing in the 
context of post- Katrina New Orleans, she shows how a vast fl ow of volunteers 
into the city sustains an “aff ect economy,” which not only generates an aff ect of 
sympathy and aid but also becomes an unwitting accomplice to privatization. 
Adams analyzes aff ect as a purposive ethics, mediated by emotional urgency and 
translated into injunctions to action. In his essays on Foucault, Gilles Deleuze 
(1986: 71) notes that “an exercise of power shows up as an aff ect”—it incites, it 
invokes, it produces. It is in this sense that Adams’s exposition of aff ect must be 
taken up as a methodology of power, one that in turn serves as an important 
methodology of poverty studies. Let me elaborate how a focus on the ethics of 
encounter advances this type of methodology.

At the conference at the University of California, Berkeley, which led to this 
book, Loïc Wacquant suggested that the Territories of Poverty project be recon-
ceptualized to include territories of wealth. Aft er all, this is a historical conjunc-
ture of obscene income inequality in America and of new hegemonic formations 
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of capital accumulation in the global South. I agree with Wacquant’s caution 
that we do not study poverty as an isolated phenomenon, somehow separate 
from the production of wealth. There is much more analytical work to be done 
on this front, for example, by following Teddy Cruz’s call here in “Spatializing 
Citizenship and the Informal Public” to study how the condition of “economic 
excess” has dramatically shaped entire professions. He notes that the “the world’s 
architecture intelligentsia” has “fl ocked en masse to the United Arab Emirates 
and China to help build the dream castles that would catapult these enclaves of 
wealth as global epicenters of urban development.”

In this collection we adopt a relational approach to wealth and poverty, 
not by studying territories of poverty and territories of wealth, or programs 
of government that manage poverty and those that enable wealth, but instead 
by situating relations of inequality at the site of poverty constituted as a social 
problem. In 1958 John Kenneth Galbraith did the converse, analyzing poverty 
and social policy in the context of “the affl  uent society.” To consider affl  uence, he 
argued, meant to study the “line which divides our area of wealth from our area 
of poverty” (Galbraith 1984: 190). Territories of Poverty suggests that zones of 
encounter, their social ontologies, and their modes of subjectivation, are an im-
portant analytical framework for the study of the relations of wealth and poverty. 
In her essay in this book, Erica Kohl- Arenas thus foregrounds one of the most 
signifi cant institutions mediating such relations: private foundations and their 
philanthropic investments. Desai and Kharas (2008: 156) describe this regime 
of “private development aid” the “California consensus.” Ostensibly meant to be 
distinguished from the Washington consensus, its institutions, and its ideology 
of austerity, the California consensus is fueled by Silicon Valley wealth and “an 
abiding faith in the capacity of innovation, technology and modern management 
methods to solve problems of extreme poverty” (Desai and Kharas 2008: 158). 
In previous work (Roy 2012), I have described such formations of development 
and philanthropy as “the ethicalization of market rule,” one that defi es the simple 
label of neoliberalism. Tracing this strange conjunction also requires paying 
attention to the complex and contradictory entanglement of social mobilization 
and global capitalism. Thus, Sparke (n.d.) shows how, in 1999, globally oriented 
activists remade Seattle as a site of dissent, but that in its wake, Seattle was 
revisioned as a “world class center of global health philanthropy,” home to the 
powerful Gates Foundation and its “private sector treatments for the mismatch 
between global markets and global justice.”

Such forms of power can possibly be understood as pastoral, what Foucault 
(2007: 192, 165) describes as the “conduct of souls” rather than the “methods 
used to subject men to a law or to a sovereign.” For Foucault (2007: 184–85), 
pastoral power is the “prelude to governmentality,” and is thus a “decisive mo-
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ment” in the “constitution of a specifi c subject.” While Foucault sees this subject 
as a “modern Western subject,” in a rearranged world, it is worth considering 
the various territories of pastoral power, in the West and beyond. I use the 
term “territories” deliberately, because Foucault argues that pastoral power is 
“exercised on a multiplicity rather than on a territory.” And yet, the essays by 
Han and Adams demonstrate how the aff ect  economy—if we are to understand 
it as an example of pastoral  power—is fully implicated in the constitution and 
governance of territory. And this making and unmaking of territory inevitably 
entails the long histories of colonialism and imperialism in which Foucault re-
mains disinterested as he explores the constitution of the modern Western sub-
ject. In her essay in this book, “Our Past, Your Future: Evangelical Missionaries 
and the Script of Prosperity,” Ju Hui Judy Han shows how young South Korean 
missionaries seek to act upon poverty in Africa but in doing so fi nd their place 
in the world, and more important, fi nd South Korea’s place in the history of 
development. In Han’s words, such poverty missions are “spatiotemporal proj-
ects of  purpose- driven mobility, and they produce a geography of aspirations.” 
Han’s essay reminds us of the heterotemporal horizons of a rearranged world. 
It is South Korea’s ascendancy from aid recipient to donor country that sets the 
context for church missions to Africa. What thus unfolds in these missions is 
not only the work of saving poor others in Africa but also “a triumphant script” 
of South Korea’s victory over poverty, a script that is, as Han notes, one of “racial 
diff erence and geographical distance.”

And yet the politics engendered by the problem of poverty is not predictable. 
Poverty action rests on an unsurpassable paradox or impasse, what Erica Kohl 
Arenas, in her work on California’s foundations, describes as that of “funding 
 working- class organizing through the surplus of capital.” And while poverty 
action is an injunction to action, the action is indeterminate, undecidable, and 
oft en a nonpassage across the borders of social class. Lawson and Elwood (2013) 
thus ask if the interactions between  middle- class actors and poor others in zones 
of encounter challenge dominant representations of poverty to create a politics 
of solidarity. They conclude that such negotiations are marked by a persistent 
ambiguity.

It is also worth considering how poverty action implicates what is the “in-
calculable,” a word I borrow from Derrida’s (1993) refl ections on aporia. If cal-
culation has been seen as central to liberal  government—its programs and its 
 territories—then Vincanne Adams’s work on aff ect urges us to consider that 
which is beyond calculation. Rose (2000: 1398) notes that a “new politics of 
behavior is in the making, a way of governing that creates aff ective and ethi-
cal fi elds, what he calls “ethopolitics.” Social government, he argues, has been 
replaced by ethopolitics, where social problems are recast as ethical problems. 
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Territories of Poverty does not chart the death of the social, as does Rose. But it 
is keenly attuned to how poverty as a social problem is also the terrain of etho-
politics. Here feminist attention to the category of intimacy (Pratt and Rosner 
2012) is important, for I would argue it is intimacy rather than calculation that 
must be understood as the basis for ethopolitics, and its injunction to action. 
And here poverty action must be held in view alongside other “dense sites” at 
which the social relations of class are mediated and negotiated. Ray and Qayum 
(2009: 18), for example, foreground domestic servitude as one such dense site, a 
space of domestic intimacy and yet where the “Indian middle classes distinguish 
themselves from classes below . . . by  boundary- maintaining labor.” Such forms 
of incalculable intimacies contrast and coexist with the technologies of law that 
Alyosha Goldstein analyzes in his essay for this book. He notes how the Claims 
Resolution Act utilizes monetary compensation as a form of “juridical closure,” 
seeking to transform “racialized logics of dehumanization, property, and dis-
possession” into legible and timebound acts of discrimination.

Finally, Territories of Poverty is concerned with how ethopolitics unfolds in 
the disciplines and professions of academic knowledge and spatial transforma-
tion. Put another way, we are interested in how the problem of poverty shapes 
particular domains of inquiry and practice and their forms of “epistemic privi-
lege,” a phrase that Luis Flores Jr. uses in his essay. Is it possible for “theory to ride 
the bus”? asks Emma Shaw Crane, then, in her concluding essay. In his manifesto 
for this book, Teddy Cruz envisions architects and artists as the “designers of 
political processes, alternative economic models, and collaborations across in-
stitutions and jurisdictions to ensure accessibility and socioeconomic justice.” 
But where do these designs come from? The informal practices and protocols of 
the border neighborhood, Cruz asserts. It is in such territories of poverty, Cruz 
argues, that it is both necessary and possible to craft  a new public, including new 
arrangements of profi t and property. There is an unusual resonance between 
Cruz’s manifesto and Maurer’s analysis of poverty platforms as potential public 
goods. What does it mean to generate a vision of the public from the very sites 
of spatial segregation and digital capitalism?

Precisely such struggles animate the ethical lives of millennials in the age 
of global poverty. Acutely aware of territorialized exclusion, they nevertheless 
want to craft  a politics of change. Thus, Stephanie Ullrich (“Representation: 
Poverty Action in Neighborhoods of Relegation”), immersed in service work 
and community organizing in post- Katrina New Orleans, wants to forge “critical 
understandings of neighborhoods of relegation” but also wants to understand 
how such critical understandings can “help shape the creative and collective 
imaginations of poverty actors, organizers, activists, and scholars.” Millennials 
like Stephanie grapple with such questions by participating in poor people’s 
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 movements—from the southern edge of Chicago to the Western Cape of South 
Africa. Others do so in the aff ect economy of disaster volunteerism and overseas 
church missions. Yet others seek out frontiers of capitalism, in Silicon Valley 
and in the New Asia, but seek to forge lines of ethical engagement across such 
frontiers. From microfi nance to social enterprises, they have an unwavering 
faith in the ethicalization of market rule. In the most radical of these imagi-
nations, young professionals speak back to their professions and seek to enact 
what Somaya Abdelgany in her refl ection piece for this book (“Representation: 
The Redistribution of Knowledge”) describes as knowledge redistribution. Chal-
lenging the design studio and its disavowal of both human problems and hu-
man aspiration, Somaya insists on rethinking her disciplinary and professional 
home, architecture. A new agenda of poverty scholarship, of which Territories of 
Poverty is one instantiation, must take serious account of such aspirations and 
visions as well as of their impossible contradictions. We have jointly authored 
this book with the hope that it will allow Rebecca Peters (“Representation: The 
Privatization of Everything?”), and others like her, “hopeful millennial scholar[s] 
skeptical of the benefi cence of the free market,” continue their refusal to turn 
“political processes into technical solutions.”
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Section 1

Programs of Government

We understand poverty  programs—from welfare in the North Atlantic to devel-
opment projects in the Global South—as political technologies that act to both 
to problematize poverty and to govern the poor. Charting an analytical shift  
from thinking about spaces of poverty, bounded and bordered (a neighborhood 
or a village or a slum) to territories of poverty, we pay particular attention to 
how we know poverty. In tracing genealogies of poverty knowledge, this section 
seeks to situate ways of knowing and acting upon poverty in historically specifi c 
forms of political organization. In doing so, these chapters and essays interro-
gate how authoritative poverty knowledges are produced, and how they travel 
and transform across the reconfi gured geographies of millennial development.

ESC
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What Kind of a Problem Is Poverty?
The Archeology of an Idea

Michael B. Katz

Lilian Brandt Explains the Causes of Poverty

In the early twentieth century, no one wrote about poverty with more authority 
and insight than Lilian Brandt. Born in Indianapolis in 1873, Brandt followed her 
1895 graduation from Wellesley College with a stint teaching history and classical 
languages at various colleges before returning to Wellesley, where she earned her 
master’s degree in economics and history in 1901 with a thesis, “The Negroes of 
St. Louis: A Statistical Study.” Her return marked a career shift  from the human-
ities to practical social science and social reform, which in the summer of 1902 
brought her to the New York Charity Organization Society’s Summer School of 
Philanthropy, the precursor of Columbia University’s School of Social Work. Her 
talent for statistical analysis led Edward T. Devine, president of the Charity Or-
ganization Society, to appoint her secretary of the organization’s Bureau of Labor 
Statistics in 1902. From 1902 to 1904, she served as the statistician to the cos’s 
Committee on the Prevention of Tuberculosis, a position that forced her into 
intimate contact with the poverty with which the disease was closely correlated. 
In 1905 she became secretary of the cos Committee on Social Research and a 
member of the National Conference of Charities and Corrections Committee 
on Statistics. In 1907 she authored the remarkable  twenty- fi ft h- anniversary his-
tory of the Charity Organization Society. She also worked as Devine’s research 
assistant, analyzing the fi ve thousand cases on which he based his 1909 Kennedy 
lectures at the School of Philanthropy, subsequently published as Misery and Its 
Causes (Devine 1911: ix). Brandt continued in a distinguished career in social 
research until her death in 1951.1

In the December 1908 issue of Political Science Quarterly Brandt published 
one of the fi rst articles on poverty in an academic journal. “The Causes of Pov-
erty” (Brandt 1908) off ered a devastating critique of experts’ analyses of poverty 
in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. Her criticism drew on the 
emerging revolution in social science that was transforming both the causal 
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analysis of social problems and the practical work of social amelioration. The 
article is worth sustained attention because it reveals assumptions that underlie 
enduring diff erences in explanations of poverty, the consequences of diff erent 
theoretical orientations, and the emergence of an aborted progressive program 
as relevant today as when it was formulated a century ago.

Brandt (1908: 637) began by highlighting a “new view of  poverty—that it not 
only is not desirable and not inevitable, but is actually unnatural and intolerable 
and has no legitimate place on our diagram of social conditions.”  Following- up 
this insight “involves logically an inquiry into the reasons for the existence of 
poverty, but as a matter of experience this step seems to be omitted” because 
reformers wanted to jump straight to the attack. However, to grasp “how  . . . 
poverty may be diminished and prevented . . . we are again driven to hunt for 
its causes” (Brandt 1908: 637). This is why she wrote her article.

Brandt damned the prevailing  individual- centered approach to studying 
poverty. Her critique refl ected the emergence of new forms of causal attribution 
throughout the social sciences that replaced  single- factor explanations with a 
much more sophisticated understanding of the multiple, interacting factors 
producing social problems like poverty (Haskell 1977). The  individual- centered, 
 single- cause “method consists in studying a large number of individual cases of 
poverty, indicating in each case what is considered to be the cause, then adding 
up the number of cases ascribed to each cause and fi nding what proportion 
they form of the number of cases studied” (Brandt 1908: 638). Some research-
ers refi ned the method by diff erentiating between “principal” and “subsidiary” 
causes, and one expert ranked them on a scale of one to ten in importance. 
Practical weaknesses undermined this method because charity investigators 
reporting on individual cases or coding case histories varied wildly in their 
assessment of causation. The assumptions on which the method  rested—“(1) 
that in every case of poverty there is one chief or principal cause, and (2) that 
this cause will readily be recognized by the person who is told to fi nd it” (Brandt 
1908: 638)—were anything but scientifi c and, in fact, both a theoretical and 
practical dead end.

The fi rst attempt by the National Conference of Charities and Corrections to 
classify the causes of poverty, Brandt points out, consisted of  twenty- two items 
held together by no theory and focused mainly on individuals and families. In 
1899 dissatisfaction with the list led to a revision dividing items into “causes 
within the family” and “causes outside the family” (Brandt 1908: 642). In the nine 
years between the revision and her article, Brandt observed, the causes in the 
fi rst group generally were moved into the second. Poverty had become less an in-
ternal  problem—a problem of  persons—and more a problem of  conditions—a 
problem of place and, to the most acute students, political economy. “Behind 
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‘intemperance,’” for instance, “we see poor food, congested living, lack of op-
portunities for wholesome recreation and the power of the liquor trust” (Brandt 
1908: 642). Rather than “‘licentiousness, dishonesty, and other moral defects,’” 
students of poverty now emphasized “ineff ectual penal methods and, again, 
defective education, and, again, unwholesome conditions of modern city life” 
(Brandt 1908: 643).

Older explanations of poverty missed the symptoms for the causes: “In short, 
the recognized causes of poverty are . . . largely symptoms or results of poverty” 
(Brandt 1908: 643). To be sure, they produce poverty, but they are not its “‘un-
derlying’ causes.” Even the most sacrosanct tenet of  nineteenth- century scientifi c 
charity embodied in the work and advocacy of the Charity Organization Society 
crumbled under the weight of the new understanding. The notion that overly 
generous and unsystematic relief bred dependence and deeper poverty proved 
shallow: “If we were now to pick out a family whose dependence is due to the 
unwise administration of relief, we should be apt to select a widow broken down 
by over- exertion in supporting her children because we had not been generous 
enough in our help” (Brandt 1908: 644). Brandt (1908: 649) also pointed astutely 
to the prolonged dependence of children and the aged—the intersection of de-
mography and political  economy—to underscore the intensifi cation of modern 
poverty: “Both of these periods during which dependence is the normal state, are 
lengthening at the expense of the working period.” Children started to work at 
a later age, and older workers left  the workforce earlier and lived longer: “Until 
wages have fully responded by an increase that will enable the average man not 
only to support his children for a longer time, but also to provide in a shorter 
working period for a longer old age, or until the eff ective working period has 
been materially lengthened, this adverse condition will persist. In it we fi nd the 
reason why the problem of old- age pensions has become acute; from it comes 
much of the misery which gives point to radical socialistic proposals” (Brandt 
1908: 649).

In fact, Brandt (1908: 644) observed, in the last two or three years the heretical 
idea that “poorly paid employment” constituted one of the prime causes of pov-
erty had taken root among some researchers: “And we are coming, therefore, to 
think of ‘insuffi  cient income,” when it means inadequate compensation, not as a 
joke, but as one of the authentic causes of dependence.” In the end, most poverty, 
Brandt (1908: 644) concluded, resulted from “some form of exploitation or . . . 
some defect in governmental effi  ciency.” Poverty, in short, was at heart a prob-
lem of political economy: exploitation without, in modern terms, an adequate 
safety net. To be sure, some “natural depravity” and “moral defects” resulted in 
dependence, but they “may not be large enough to constitute a serious problem” 
(Brandt 1908: 645)
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Knowing the causes of poverty, Brandt (1908: 645) asserted, held value in two 
ways: “It is equally important in helping the individual family that needs assis-
tance and in planning movements for the improvement of social conditions.” 
Recent antipoverty eff orts left  Brandt  optimistic—she cited the emergence of a 
successful “social movement” to conquer tuberculosis and its impact on fam-
ilies and communities and the successful campaigns against child  labor—as 
evidence that something less than an attack on ancient underlying causes would 
ameliorate the poverty of individuals: “The existing conditions are what we have 
to deal with, and our practice has been to deal with them more hopefully than 
our theories would warrant. The results have justifi ed the hopefulness; and a 
new theory is now emerging, namely that there is in human nature recuperative 
power of such strength that the removal of the existing visible eff ects of the ‘un-
derlying causes’ will do almost as well, as far as the individual case is concerned, 
as the removal of the causes themselves; or, in other words, that poverty is itself 
one of the most potent causes of poverty and one of those most responsive 
to treatment” (1908: 647). Brandt cited with approval George Bernard Shaw’s 
observation “that the whole trouble with the poor was their poverty, and that 
this could be made all right by dividing among them the money contributed 
for charity without any intermediate waste in salaries” (1908: 647). Poverty, in 
other words, was at root a problem of resources; what made people poor was 
a lack of  money—a simple insight never wholly absent from poverty talk but 
submerged, rarely able to gain traction in mainstream policy. Poverty, however, 
was very much also a product of place: “Even in normal times there are adverse 
conditions in every American city. There are insanitary houses, over- crowded 
apartments, ill- ventilated factories, germ- laden dust in the streets and germ- 
laden water in the mains” (Brandt 1908: 650).

Poverty did not appear only in hard times. Rather, it resulted from the routine 
operation of the political economy: “Little children are in  glass- works or selling 
papers, when they should be in school or in bed. Men and women are working 
over- long hours in  disease- breeding surroundings . . . Men are exploiting, for 
their own profi t, the weaknesses of their fellows, both as employees and consum-
ers” (1908: 650). The study of poverty, therefore, “need not wait for hard times or 
times of great calamity, but may proceed at all times, under the most favorable 
conditions yet known in any community” (Brandt 1908: 650–51).

Brandt had contradicted herself, or at least backed into an inconsistency. She 
had started by arguing that the essential precondition for ameliorating poverty 
lay in grasping its deep causes, and she criticized the theoretical weakness of 
existing causal models that inhibited their practical eff ectiveness. By the end of 
her article, however, she had retreated. Some mechanisms for reducing poverty 
were well known. They could be applied with success even in the absence of a 
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developed theory of poverty’s underlying causes. Reformers should place their 
eff orts on what worked. She was, of course, right on both counts. Understanding 
the deep causes of poverty remains essential to the development of coherent 
antipoverty programs. But some things just work, and they should not be dis-
missed or overlooked because they do not result from theory. This inconsistency 
has bedeviled every practically minded reformer who harbors an appreciation 
of theory.

In the last analysis, Brandt (1908: 651) considered her article less a contri-
bution to theory than a call to action, a plea for  evidence- based application of 
the known levers of poverty alleviation, even when they elided its fundamental 
causes: “In the language of current philosophical discussion, pragmatism aff ords 
our best working program.” Nonetheless, Brandt had contributed to theory by 
implicitly laying out most—although not quite all—of the defi nitions of poverty 
that have reverberated during the century since she wrote.

Let us step back, then, and ask what answers to the  question—what kind of a 
problem is poverty?—emerge from Brandt’s article and which ones are missing.

What kind of a problem is poverty? The literature on poverty gives six an-
swers. Certainly, there is overlap among them, but each can be teased out of the 
record to stand on its own. Brandt identifi ed the fi rst four. What they give us is 
not just a historical taxonomy but an  archeology—a progressive discovery of 
the layers of meaning in poverty discourse.

• Persons. Poverty is the outcome of the failings of individuals or 
families.

• Places. Poverty results from toxic conditions within geographic 
spaces.

• Resources. Poverty is the absence of money and other key resources.
• Political economy. Poverty is the by- product of capitalist economies.
• Power. Poverty is a consequence of political powerlessness.
• Markets. Poverty refl ects the absence of functioning markets or the 

failure to use the potential of markets to improve individual lives.

How one bundles these answers carries consequences because, as Brandt real-
ized, they lead straight to what one does, or tries to do, about poverty. In the 
rest of this essay, I will expand briefl y on each of these answers, pointing out 
their origins and trajectories and their implications for the present moment. 
My examples will come mainly from U.S. history because that is what I know 
best. However, I am well aware that these defi nitions of poverty are international 
in their scope and that the interplay between the international and domestic 
constitutes one of the most promising and important areas for poverty research 
and theory.



44 • Michael B. Katz

Persons

The idea that poverty results from personal inadequacy has dominated the his-
tory of poverty for more than two centuries. Before the twentieth century, the 
idea that poverty is a problem of  persons—whether deserving or  undeserving—
remained intertwined with the biblical idea that poverty is always with us. With 
production limited and population pressing on resources, poverty appeared in-
grained within the human condition (D. Fox 1967: 88). When this fatalistic idea 
of poverty as a result of universal scarcity began to crumble in the early twentieth 
century under Progressive Era economists’ “discovery of abundance,” a wholly 
new dilemma emerged. If poverty was unnecessary, then what accounted for its 
stubborn persistence? Why were so many people poor? The most straightfor-
ward answer unbundled the two strands: scarcity and individual defi ciency. With 
scarcity off  the table, individual failings marked persons as all the more unde-
serving in a world of possibility where poverty was unnecessary. This idea—we 
might call it the irony of  optimism—carved a hard edge of inferiority into ideas 
about poor people. That is one reason why the idea that poverty as a problem of 
persons persists with such tenacity, despite whatever evidence social scientists 
produce. The idea is so ubiquitous that there is no need to belabor its march 
through the twentieth and  twenty- fi rst centuries or its role in keeping poverty 
off  the political agenda during the Great Recession.

The idea of poverty as a problem of persons comes in both hard and soft  
versions. The soft  version portrays poverty as the result of laziness, immoral 
behavior, inadequate skills, and dysfunctional families. The hard version views 
poverty as the result of inherited defi ciencies that limit intellectual potential, 
trigger harmful and immoral behavior, and circumscribe economic achieve-
ment. The soft  view, which is the older of the two, holds out the possibility of 
individual escape from poverty. In America the primary antipoverty mechanism 
supported by the soft  side has been education in one form or another. The hard 
side burst onto the policy scene in the 1860s to explain institutional failure. Its 
pessimistic implications fi xated on containing and managing dependence at the 
least possible cost. Neither the soft  nor hard side resulted in much sympathy 
for poor persons other than children, widows, and a few others whose lack of 
responsibility for their condition could not be denied. These were the deserving 
poor. Today they are most oft en referred to as the working poor, and in recent 
years they have elicited sympathy and support from public programs. The others 
have been thought to have brought their poverty on themselves; they are the 
undeserving poor.

In one form of another, this distinction between the deserving and undeserv-
ing poor has dominated discussions of poverty for more than two hundred years, 
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but the identity of the undeserving poor, constructed by time and circumstance, 
has varied. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, for instance, they 
were mainly men—shift less, out- of- work, intemperate tramps whose behavior 
disqualifi ed them from the limited bounty of public and private charity. In the 
1920s, as Cybelle Fox shows in her remarkable recent book Three Worlds of Re-
lief, social workers led a campaign to brand Mexicans as the undeserving poor. 
They advocated restricting Mexicans’ entry to the United States and deporting 
those already here (C. Fox 2012: 73–94). In the 1960s, women of color dependent 
on public assistance became the face of the undeserving poor and the primary 
object of punitive policies, which culminated in the 1996 “welfare reform” act. 
Today, out- of- work black men and undocumented immigrants dominate the 
ranks of the undeserving poor.

A methodological point: identifying the undeserving poor, it is crucial to 
remember, needs to extend beyond reading what is said about individuals or 
groups. Equally, if not more, important is how they are treated in legislation, 
administrative regulations, and on- the- ground practices. The key is discovering 
who is excluded from public and private relief and charity.

Not all persons in need ever could be helped. In the eighteenth as well as the 
 twenty- fi rst century, making distinctions has proved essential, and identifying 
and administering the grounds for exclusion has remained the quintessential 
act of policy. Where to draw the line has persisted as the fundamental dilemma. 
The earliest distinctions separated the “able- bodied” from the “impotent” poor 
and “paupers” from the rest of the poor. The distinction between the able- bodied 
and impotent poor divided the needy by factors beyond their  control—those 
who could work and those who because of reasons such as illness, infi rmity, 
or widowhood could not. In practice, this distinction remained blurred at the 
boundaries, as it has ever since. The distinction between paupers and the rest 
of the poor separated those dependent on charity for survival from the rest 
who managed to stay alive through their own eff orts. The emergence of the 
distinction between the deserving and undeserving poor in the late eighteenth 
and early nineteenth centuries signaled the moralization of the older language 
of the able- bodied and impotent poor. In 1827 the Philadelphia Guardians of the 
Poor claimed, “The poor in consequence of vice, constitute here and everywhere, 
by far the greater part of the poor. . . . From  three- fourth to nine- tenths of the 
paupers in all parts of our country, may attribute their degradation to the vice of 
intemperance” (Katz 2013: 8). As the Guardians’ bold assertion implied, eff orts 
to retain distinctions between categories of poor people eroded in the early 
nineteenth century. Writing in 1843 the Unitarian minister Walter Channing 
observed that in the “popular mind” poverty “is looked to solely as the product 
of him or her who has entered its dreadful, because dishonored, uncared for, or 
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unwisely cared for, service. Let me repeat it, the causes of poverty are looked for, 
and found in him or her who suff ers it” (Katz 2013: 8).

Despite the pessimistic ring to Channing’s observation, in the early nine-
teenth century a belief in the plasticity of human nature fueled the creation 
of mental hospitals, penitentiaries, and reform schools built on the optimistic 
assumption that removal from pathological settings coupled with a support-
ive  environment—“moral therapy”—would cure or rehabilitate the mentally 
ill, criminal, and delinquent. Other than widows, adult supplicants for charity 
or  relief—the undeserving poor—remained the exception, beyond the reach 
of moral therapy or hope of rehabilitation. For them, public authorities also 
created a new institution: the poorhouse. But poorhouses rested on the idea of 
“less eligibility”—conditions in them had to be worse than the worst conditions 
outside. The point was to deter people from claiming poor relief. Poorhouses 
were founded on the optimistic but faulty belief that they would cut the cost of 
pauper support and terrify potential claimants for outdoor  relief—in today’s 
terms, welfare outside  institutions—by forcing all paupers into miserable insti-
tutions (Katz 1996: 3–36).

Most of all, from the nineteenth century onward hope has rested in children. 
Education promised to prevent dependence, delinquency, and adult crime. By 
counteracting the baneful infl uence of families, education promised to redeem 
America and secure its future. This messianic belief underlay the origins of 
American public educational systems in the second quarter of the nineteenth 
century and runs through the writing of the great founding generation of school 
reformers. In his twelft h annual report as secretary of the Massachusetts State 
Board of Education, the most famous of them, Horace Mann, explained that “if 
education be equably diff used, it will draw property aft er it, by the strongest of 
all attractions; for such a thing never did happen, and never can happen, as that 
an intelligent and practical body of men can be permanently poor. . . . Educa-
tion, then, beyond all other devices of human origin, is the great equalizer of 
the conditions of men—the  balance- wheel of the social machinery. . . . It does 
better than to disarm the poor of their hostility towards the rich; it prevents 
being poor” (Mann 1849).

This soft - side view—poverty is a problem of persons best addressed through 
 education—has remained an article of faith throughout American  history—a 
staple of Progressive Era thought in the work of John Dewey and many others. It 
underpinned the 1960s educational literature on the “culturally deprived” child 
(Riessman 1962) and was one of the infl uences on the War on Poverty, which 
stressed job training over job creation (Aguiar 2012). It endures, today, in the 
rhetoric of education reform.2 Its record is mixed. Education by itself never 
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proved suffi  cient to counteract poverty. Job training has emerged from the War 
on Poverty and Great Society with a disappointing record.3

What happens when education manifestly does not work? When environ-
mentally based therapies fail to change behavior? This is the question that 
confronted policy makers by the 1860s. The issue arose with all of the new 
 institutions—reform schools, prisons, mental hospitals, and even poorhouses. 
As optimism that they could reach their goals faded, administrators and public 
offi  cials turned to hard new explanations. In 1866 the Massachusetts Board of 
State Charities, which had oversight of the state’s public institutions, wrote: “The 
causes of the evil [‘the existence of such a large proportion of dependent and de-
structive members in our community’] are manifold, but among the immediate 
ones, the chief cause is inherited organic imperfection,—vitiated constitution, 
or poor stock” (Katz 1981: 181). The hard- side view of poverty as a problem of 
persons arose as a response to institutional failure, not from new theory. Dar-
winism soon gave it an intellectual anchor. Race theory, intelligence testing, 
and sociobiology have kept it alive and healthy. But the balance between soft -  
and hard- side views has shift ed over time, with optimistic or environmentally 
based views accompanying periods of reform and pessimistic, hereditarian views 
surging in response to perceived failures of reform. Two examples are Arthur 
Jensen’s controversial 1969 Harvard Educational Review article arguing for the 
inheritance of cognitive ability and Richard L. Herrnstein’s and Charles Murray’s 
1996 Bell Curve, which also promoted the hereditary basis of intelligence (Jensen 
1969: 1–123, Herrenstein and Murray 1996).

Followed to their extreme, hard- side views of poverty as a problem of persons 
lead to mean, custodial, punitive, nihilistic approaches to policy. Policies based 
on soft - side views appear more promising. But they also have severe limita-
tions. Their track record as antipoverty strategies does not inspire confi dence. 
Today, the new, rapidly growing fi eld of epigenetics claims to bridge the distance 
between soft -  and hard- side advocates. It purports to show, for instance, that 
environmental infl uences associated with poverty can trigger lasting genetic 
changes that handicap children throughout their lives. These claims demand 
dispassionate evaluation by independent experts. While it is crucial not to deny 
or hide from the fi ndings and implications of science, it cannot be forgotten 
the best “science” of the day has been invoked to support every race, gender, 
and nationality based program of racial discrimination and violence since the 
nineteenth century.4

Whether anchored in the soft  or hard side, or the new epigenetic center, the 
relentless individual focus of poverty defi ned as a problem of persons too oft en 
obscures its other dimensions. One of these is place.
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Place

The great service of Michael Harrington’s (1962) The Other America was to ren-
der poverty visible. Harrington, Harold Meyerson (2012: 68) points out, saw 
“what almost everyone else had missed: that 40 million Americans in a nation 
of 176 million were poor”:

The new  middle- class majority that had moved to suburbia bypassed the decaying 
inner cities on the recently built interstates, kept their distance from the African 
American ghettos, never encountered the migrant farmworkers, and failed to see 
(at least in aggregate) the millions of impoverished elderly. None of these groups 
had political power or a visible collective presence; they had not found a way to 
announce their existence. So Harrington did.

Territories of poverty oft en remain invisible. That is why so much writing about 
poverty has taken the form of discovery and exposure, or what Michele Dauber 
(2012: 87–88) in The Sympathetic State labels aggregation and iconization, sub-
suming individual heterogeneity into a mass whose suff ering results from a 
“single, overarching cause” and “rendering individuals as representatives of a 
type—victims of  circumstance—rather than as individuals with personal biog-
raphies.” Think about the role of Charles Dickens, Henry Mayhew, and Charles 
Booth in Britain, or Jacob Riis, Robert Hunter, Dorothea Lange, John Steinbeck, 
Michael Harrington, or Barbara Ehrenreich in America. Their key contribution 
was moral: the exposure of mass poverty and the framing of classes of poor peo-
ple as blameless or victims. Why has poverty proved so hard to see when it has 
been so pervasive? One reason is geographic. Oft en it has concentrated in urban 
slums and rural backwaters, easy to miss on a day- to- day basis. That situation 
persists today, accentuated by increased economic and racial segregation, and 
by the poverty hidden behind the façades of outwardly  comfortable- looking 
suburban housing whose residents, laid off  from work, struggle just to get by. 
Willful ignorance is a second reason territories of poverty are invisible. Evasion 
off ers the easy way out. The consequences of recognizing mass poverty pose 
painful and diffi  cult challenges to consciences and politics. In America, poverty 
also has proved hard to see because its recognition contradicts the country’s 
image as a land of boundless opportunity and a ubiquitous middle class. This is 
the “paradox” that motivated much mid- twentieth century writing on poverty 
(O’Connor 2001: 3). But “paradox” is the ultimate liberal evasion, for it turns 
poverty into an aberration, extrinsic to the political economy of capitalism, not 
a condition that calls for serious and divisive structural reforms.

Although a long tradition of social criticism presents poverty as a problem 
of place, no one has written a history of “territories of poverty,” and the subject 
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remains ripe—full of potential both for reorienting social history and informing 
social policy. Poverty as a problem of place, as well as of persons, exhibits two 
sides. On one side, which has dominated discussions, conditions in  places—
most notably, substandard  housing—produce, reinforce, or augment poverty. 
On the other side, poverty is a product of place itself, reproduced independent 
of the individuals who pass through it. The fi rst version holds out the hope of 
improvement; its paradigmatic strategy is housing reform, which has come in 
many guises. The implications of the other side are gloomy. There is no paradig-
matic strategy. Attempts to engineer change do not have an outstanding record 
of success. What follows are examples of each side, not a history of territories 
of poverty. Indeed, I could just as well have used rural  poverty—the South aft er 
the Civil War and Appalachia, where poverty sparked the War on Poverty, to 
make the same point.

The famous late  nineteenth- century journalist and social reformer Jacob Riis, 
writes historian Max Page (1999: 79), “believed that people’s behavior would 
improve exactly as much as did their living conditions. Tenement dwellers ‘are 
shift less, destructive and stupid,’ wrote Riis. ‘In a word, they are what the ten-
ements have made them.’” Since the mid- nineteenth century, New York City 
reformers had identifi ed a package of  pathologies—crime, moral depravity, dis-
ease,  poverty—with the city’s emergent slums, most notoriously the Five Points 
district, and later, Riis saw as its epicenter Mulberry Bend. For Riis, the only way 
to fi x Mulberry Bend was to destroy it. Slum clearance off ered the main road out 
of poverty. “When he was asked if the result of destroying Mulberry Bend was 
simply to scatter poverty,” reports Page (1999: 82), “Riis insisted that ‘the greater 
and by far the worst part of it [poverty] is destroyed with the slum.’” What to 
do about the tenements that epitomized New York’s slums proved contentious; 
tenement house reform split into camps “at odds with one another over the 
purpose and eff ectiveness of tenement destruction and creation” (Page 1999: 88). 
All reformers, however, treated tenements as incubators of sickness, epidemics, 
and social pathologies (Bates 1992; Rosenberg 1987). In  nineteenth- century so-
cial thought, crime, poverty, ignorance, and disease did not constitute separate 
problems. Instead, they were bundled together, an unholy package with origins 
in the pathogenic environments of cities and manufacturing districts, nourished 
by population density and crowded, unwholesome housing.5

A detailed history of tenement house reform in New York City, let alone a 
broader history of housing reform in the twentieth century, would distract from 
the point of this essay. But a few observations are relevant to the point of this 
section. As the housing reform project became increasingly technical, the early 
language of moral outrage and social fear was subordinated to concerns with 
sponsorship (public versus private), building codes, location (frequently a racial 
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issue), costs, and other factors. But the older concerns with the intersection of 
housing and social outcomes never disappeared. In fact, they surfaced dramati-
cally in the federal government’s Moving to Opportunity Program, which moved 
people out of high poverty neighborhoods (Briggs, Popkin, and Goering, 2010), 
and in the transformation of high- rise public housing from its initial function 
as a temporary home for aspiring working families to badly maintained, dan-
gerous reservations for the urban poor. The language of fear and loathing about 
high- rise public housing eerily echoed Jacob Riis and other  nineteenth- century 
reformers, and the eventual solution proved one that Riis would have approved. 
Late  twentieth- century reformers found Chicago’s Robert Taylor Homes, and its 
counterparts around the country, as irredeemable as Riis had found Mulberry 
Bend. With more decisive force than Riis could muster, they blew them up (see, 
for example, Brown 2009). It is interesting that the one major city where high- 
rise public housing has remained relatively successful is New York City (Bloom 
2009). Unfortunately, whatever its other benefi cial eff ects, the demolition of 
public housing has not reduced poverty.

Nineteenth- century reformers assumed the importance of place. No one 
doubted what came to be called, in the language of  late  twentieth- century social 
science, “neighborhood eff ects.” Many reformers responded to the consequences 
of pathogenic places by advocating “silver bullet” solutions. Education promot-
ers, for instance, described with passion and detail rampant crime, immoral-
ity, and poverty in crowded city and manufacturing districts. Their solutions, 
however, by and large evaded the diffi  cult questions of political economy to 
which their observations might have led and focused instead on the promise 
of educational expansion and reform. The same can be said of many housing 
reformers, like Riis, whose wide indictment narrowed to a single solution. In 
the fi rst two decades of the twentieth century, other reformers, labeled “positive 
environmentalists” by the historian Paul Boyer, took a broader view. Positive 
environmentalists believed that social disorder, rampant immorality, illness, and 
poverty all stemmed from poisonous urban environments. But the most eff ec-
tive strategy of social control did not lie, as it did for many  nineteenth- century 
social critics, in “repression . . . . but [in] a more subtle and complex process of 
infl uencing behavior and molding character through a transformed, consciously 
planned urban environment” (Boyer 1978: 221). To housing reform, positive 
environmentalists added advocacy of parks and playgrounds and city planning, 
which became “the culminating expression of the positive environmentalists’ 
eff orts to achieve moral and social ends through environmental means” (Boyer 
1978: 268). Although positive environmentalists also by and large avoided diffi  -
cult questions of political economy, they remained optimistic that place could 
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be fi xed, that pathogenic qualities could be identifi ed and excised, and social 
problems like poverty reduced. Other writers on place left  readers less hopeful.

In his 1929 classic, The Gold Coast and the Slum, Chicago school sociologist 
Harvey Warren Zorbaugh observed: “It is apparent that the slum is more than an 
economic phenomenon. The slum is a sociological phenomenon. Based upon a 
segregation within the economic process, it nevertheless displays characteristic 
social patterns which diff erentiate it from adjoining areas. . . . The slum sets its 
mark upon those who dwell in it, gives them attitudes and behavior problems 
peculiar to itself ” (151). The Chicago school originated a powerful current in 
American urban studies that stresses the independent infl uence of place on 
the production of poverty. Subsequent scholarship has modifi ed or rejected the 
Chicago school’s ecological model of succession and concentric circles. But its 
larger emphasis on the role of place in the patterning of social  experience—on 
the need for the close study of neighborhoods as wholes and the intersection 
of context with lived  experience—has endured, despite serious challenge from 
the a- spatial turn in American social science aft er World War II embodied in 
the rise of survey research based on national samples detached from context.6 
From a global perspective, recent work on Third World urbanization, as in 
Mike Davis’s (2007) Planet of Slums, powerfully reinforces the spatial tradition 
in writing about poverty.7 Nonetheless, in the 1980s social scientists began to 
question whether neighborhoods had independent impacts on individual be-
havior. Indeed, a review of the complex literature on the subject by Christopher 
Jencks and Susan Mayer (1990) concluded that the emphasis on neighborhood 
eff ects was misplaced. Nonetheless, the older emphasis on the importance of 
place resurfaced, also in the late 1980s, in writing about the “underclass”—in 
the identifi cation of areas of concentrated urban poverty that produced an array 
of social pathologies.

The most famous book was sociologist William Julius Wilson’s (1987) The 
Truly Disadvantaged. “It is the growth of the high-  and  extreme- poverty ar-
eas that epitomizes the social transformation of the inner city,” wrote Wilson 
(1987: 55). Further: “If I had to use one term to capture the diff erences in the 
experiences of low- income families who live in  inner- cities from the experi-
ences of those who live in other areas of the central city today, that term would 
be concentration eff ects.” From this concentration fl owed “massive joblessness, 
fl agrant and open lawlessness, and low achieving schools.” With these areas 
shunned by outsiders, the residents, “whether women and children of welfare 
families or aggressive street criminals, have become increasingly socially isolated 
from mainstream patterns of behavior” (Wilson 1987: 58). Sociologists Douglas 
Massey and Nancy Denton (1993: 118) in their American Apartheid explained the 
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reproduction and intensifi cation of inner city poverty with a model grounded 
in racial segregation:

Geographically concentrated poverty is built into the experience of urban places 
by racial segregation. Segregation, not  middle- class out- migration, is the key fac-
tor responsible for the creation of communities characterized by persistent and 
spatially concentrated poverty. Concentrated poverty is created by the pernicious 
interaction between a group’s overall rate of poverty and its degree of segregation 
in society. When a highly segregated group experiences a high or rising rate of 
poverty, geographically concentrated poverty is the inevitable result, and from 
this geographic concentration of poverty follows a variety of other deleterious 
conditions.

In their emphasis on the independent role of racial segregation, Massey and Den-
ton diff ered from Wilson, who stressed the role of  middle- class out- migration 
and joblessness in the production of spatially concentrated poverty. For pur-
poses of this essay, however, the main point is that together they rekindled an 
understanding of poverty as a problem of  place—an understanding powerfully 
reinforced by Robert Sampson’s (2012) recent magisterial Great American City: 
Chicago and the Enduring Neighborhood Eff ect (with a foreword by William 
Julius Wilson). In the “broadest sense,” writes Sampson (2012: 22), “the present 
study is an eff ort to show that neighborhoods are not merely settings in which 
individuals act out the dramas produced by autonomous and preset scripts, or 
empty vessels determined by ‘bigger’ external forces, but are important determi-
nants of the quantity and quality of human behavior in their own right.” As for 
poverty, “neighborhood social disadvantage has durable properties and tends to 
repeat itself, and because of racial segregation is most pronounced in the black 
community” (Sampson 2012: 99).

Does poverty as a problem of place lead in more promising directions than 
poverty as a problem of persons? For Wilson (1996), it directs attention to work, 
notably to the chronic joblessness within inner city ghettos; for Massey and Den-
ton (1993) it points to the necessity of combatting racial segregation through fair 
housing legislation and other means; for Sampson (2012) it necessitates dramatic 
public action. “The ‘poverty trap’ cycle can be broken only with structural in-
terventions of the sort that government or other large organizational units (e.g., 
foundations) are equipped to carry out” (Sampson 2012: 99). What, precisely, 
are those interventions, and what is necessary for them to succeed? In the 1990s, 
foundations sponsored massive comprehensive community initiatives premised 
on the need to attack housing, jobs, and other problems simultaneously. Their 
outcomes disappointed. Can a new generation work better? Geoff rey Cana-
da’s Harlem Children’s Zone, the most famous recent comprehensive initiative, 
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depends on massive philanthropic funding and on his charismatic leadership, 
which are hard to imagine outside New York City, and its results, Canada makes 
clear, will be not be evident until a generation has passed through its programs. 
As part of his campaign for the presidency, Barack Obama promised to com-
bat urban poverty in part by replicating the Harlem Children’s Zone, and his 
Promise Neighborhoods Initiative intends to replicate the hcz in twenty cities 
across the country (Croft  and Whitehurst 2010). The resurgence of poverty as a 
problem of place represents a welcome move away from the relentless individ-
ualism of poverty as a problem of persons. But it still excludes other lenses that 
focus on even less comfortable and more challenging questions. One of these is 
poverty as a problem of resources.

Resources

Recall the surprising conclusion to Lilian Brandt’s article on the causes of pov-
erty: forget for a moment about poverty’s underlying causes and just give poor 
people money. This was the point of her paraphrase of George Bernard Shaw, 
“that the whole trouble with the poor was their poverty, and that this could 
be made all right by dividing among them the money contributed for charity 
without any intermediate waste in salaries” (1908: 647). In the history of writing 
about poverty, this simple view is a radical idea, more oft en evaded or contested 
than accepted. But it has never lacked advocates. Some have focused on the 
poverty that resulted from low  wages—the impossibility of escaping at least 
intermittent poverty through work. Others concentrated on those who lacked 
 wages—call them the nonworking or dependent poor. In the 1960s, bureaucratic 
necessity forced the federal government to offi  cially defi ne poverty as a problem 
of resources, that is, income below a fi xed standard.

In 1831 the Philadelphia printer and editor Mathew Carey documented the 
prevalence of poverty among the city’s workers. A combination of seasonal work 
and low wages left  most of the “numerous . . . laborers on canals and turnpikes” 
(Carey 1833: 8) as well as women seamstresses without enough money to sur-
vive. Carey drove home his point with careful comparisons of annual wages to 
expenses. Contrary to public opinion, he stressed, most of the city’s poverty 
did not result from laziness or immorality. “I am most fully satisfi ed that the 
worthless of both sexes bear but a small proportion to those who are industrious 
and meritorious. Unfortunately, the worthless occupy a more prominent space 
in the public eye, and with many are unceasing objects of animadversion and 
 reprobation—their numbers and their follies and vices are magnifi ed; whereas 
the industrious are always in the background out of view” (Carey 1833: 12). Carey 
hoped his analysis showed “that there are classes of people, male and female, 
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whose dependence is on their hands for support, and whose wages, when fully 
employed, are not more than suffi  cient for that purpose; that when unemployed, 
they must be reduced to penury and want; and that there are classes of females, 
whose wages are inadequate for their support, even when constantly employed” 
(Carey 1833: 19). Carey wanted to rouse sympathy among the wealthy and to 
overcome their opposition to taxation for poor relief. With only a few exceptions, 
what the city’s poor needed was higher wages or, in its absence, cash relief. Carey 
was one of the earliest American writers to cut through the moralism of most 
discussions of poverty. His proved, however, a lonely voice. Poverty remained 
ubiquitous in the land of opportunity.

Dependence—the need for support in order to  survive—was in fact an an-
cient problem in America, and colonists responded to it with relief practices 
copied from the Elizabethan Poor Laws. Welfare may be the oldest American 
public policy, as American as Thanksgiving. But it has always been disliked (Katz 
1996: 37–59). Called outdoor relief, later welfare, it has earned the distinction 
as the most unpopular public policy in American history. Frequently attacked, 
sometimes temporarily abolished, it never has totally  disappeared—testament 
to the enduring need to which it responds. The 1996 welfare reform legislation 
testifi es to the permanent war on outdoor relief, and the failure of federal welfare 
policy to respond adequately to the Great Recession highlights why attempts to 
do away with outdoor  relief—as in the August 2012 abolition of General Relief 
in  Pennsylvania—invariably increase hardship (Abramsky 2012: 62–64; Gaestel 
2012, a01; Gilens 1999).

Outdoor relief and its successors were responses to destitution, but never 
antipoverty measures. They aimed to keep persons alive at the lowest possible 
cost. The opprobrium that surrounded them—the incorrect belief that they in-
creased  dependence—showed the reluctance to recognize poverty as a problem 
of resources. The lengths to which public offi  cials and private charity represen-
tatives went to deny the simple truth that what claimants needed most was cash 
oft en appear astonishing. One function served by the idea of the demoralizing 
consequences of cash relief (now oft en theorized as moral hazard) has been to 
reinforce mean, punitive, or, at best, paternalistic policies.

Critics of cash relief never entirely submerged the view that what the poor 
need most is money. Mothers’ pensions, introduced in most states in the early 
decades of the twentieth century, for instance, recognized that widows and de-
serted women required cash income. In the Social Security Act of 1935, the fed-
eral government federalized mothers’ pensions as Aid to Dependent Children 
(later Aid to Families with Dependent Children or afdc, abolished in 1996 and 
replaced by Temporary Assistance to Needy Families, or tanf). In 1938 the Fair 
Labor and Standards Act introduced a federal minimum wage and regulated 
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hours of work. In the 1960s the conservative economist Milton Friedman ad-
vocated a negative income tax (Friedman 1962, chap. 12), and in the 1970s the 
federal government mounted a social experiment to test the idea (Haveman 1987: 
175–88). President Richard Nixon unsuccessfully proposed in eff ect a national 
minimum income in his Family Assistance Plan (Steensland 1962). Today, an 
international organization keeps advocacy of a guaranteed income alive, while 
the Living Wage Movement counts victories in a host of cities.8 At the same time, 
material poverty appears as a violation of human rights in the international 
human rights movement, which has arced back to the United States, fostering 
new and vibrant national organizations and invading law school curricula with 
astonishing speed.9

Within the federal government, the idea of poverty as a problem of money 
gained traction in the 1960s with the launch of the War on Poverty when the 
administration needed a  benchmark—a standard against which to measure the 
impact of its programs. The work of a young government economist, Mollie 
Orshansky, became the basis of the federal poverty line. Despite its grave de-
fi ciencies this measurement has endured to this day, though it is fi nally being 
edged toward replacement.10 America at last had an offi  cial poverty rate. For 
administrative reasons, poverty became a problem of money.

With money as the standard, the history of the poverty rate shows that the 
federal government has enjoyed spectacular successes in reducing poverty, al-
though the downward trend has been neither straight nor irreversible. When 
the poverty line was fi rst formulated in 1960, Americans age  sixty- fi ve and over 
suff ered the highest poverty rate of any age group; they were three times as likely 
to be poor as others. Today, their poverty rate is the lowest among age groups, 
the direct result of using money to combat poverty through Social Security. The 
high rate of child poverty results in part from the absence of a child allowance, a 
feature of social policy in most other Western democracies. The Earned Income 
Tax Credit was greatly increased by President Clinton, with bipartisan support, 
to resolve the contradiction between falling wages and the demand that everyone 
work—the slogan was “make work pay”—and has lift ed large numbers of people 
out of poverty, even though the real value of the minimum wage has eroded.

Comparing the amount of poverty before and aft er government transfers 
(what has been called pre-  and post- transfer poverty) provides the best way to 
gauge the eff ect of money and other resources like food in lift ing people out of 
poverty. Pre- transfer poverty has remained high, with reductions in poverty 
resulting to a large extent from government transfer programs. In 2009, with 
market wages and salaries the measure of income, 23.7 percent of the population 
lived in poverty; with all government benefi ts added, the proportion dropped to 
10.1 percent (Gould and Edwards 2011). In 2012 the New York Times produced 
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an analysis that showed the proportion of individual income resulting from 
government transfer programs. Nationally, the amount increased from 8 percent 
in 1969 to 18 percent in 2012 (New York Times 2012).

The idea that poverty is a problem of money does not receive the intellectual 
and popular respect it deserves. The success of cash- based antipoverty programs 
do not register nearly enough in the extensive sociological literature on poverty 
or in public responses to poverty. Even successful cash- based programs, how-
ever, by and large slide over the question of why so much poverty exists in the 
fi rst place. For answers to that question, it is necessary to turn to the literature 
on poverty as a problem of political economy.

Political Economy

Poverty does not result solely from the defi ciencies of persons, the pathology 
of places, or the absence of resources, or from a toxic mix of all three. Modern 
 poverty—and by modern I mean since the late eighteenth  century—emerges 
from the routine intersection of politics with economics. This is what Lilian 
Brandt (1908: 643) meant when she observed that “the recognized causes of 
poverty are in fact largely symptoms or results of poverty. . . . [T]hey are not the 
‘underlying’ causes.” Modern poverty, in a nutshell, and at the risk of oversim-
plifi cation, has been produced by capitalist economics serviced by conservative 
politics. For more than two centuries, an impressive body of theory has for the 
most part masked or subordinated this core idea.

In his brilliant An End to Poverty? historian Gareth Stedman Jones (2004) 
excavates the origins of this story. The “moment of convergence between the 
late Enlightenment and the ideals of a republican and democratic revolution,” 
writes Stedman Jones, “was a fundamental historical turning point. However 
brief its appearance, however vigorously it was thereaft er repressed, it marks 
the beginning of all modern thought about poverty” (Stedman Jones 2004: 9, 
emphasis in original). The “fi rst practicable proposals to end poverty,” found 
in the writings of Condorcet and Thomas Paine, “date back to the 1790s, and 
were a direct product of the American and French Revolutions” (Stedman Jones 
2004: 224). In their aft ermath, attacks on the institutions of state and church in 
Britain and France provoked a fi erce reaction fueled by Paine’s wild popularity in 
Britain. “The eff ort to thwart this revolutionary subversion of beliefs demanded 
the mobilization of unprecedented numbers of the population and engaged the 
energies of every organ of church and state in every locality” (Stedman Jones 
2004: 226). The result “stamped upon the still protean features of political econ-
omy . . . a deeply anti- utopian cast of mind, transforming future enquiry in the 
area into a gloomy and tirelessly repeated catechism” (Stedman Jones 2004: 
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226). The “ambition to combat poverty,” writes Stedman Jones (2004: 226), “was 
henceforward conceived as a bleakly individual battle against the temptations 
of the fl esh.”

The oldest and most coherent tradition in the political economy of poverty 
in the United States as well as Britain is a product of this history. The poor con-
stitute the unfortunate casualties of a dynamic, competitive economy in which 
they fail to grasp or hold onto the levers of opportunity. The widowed, the sick, 
and a few others remain exceptions, but for the most part the poor are losers, too 
incompetent or badly disciplined to reap the bounty of increasing productivity. 
Aiding them with charity or relief only interferes with the natural working of 
markets, retards growth, and, in the end, does more harm than good. From the 
Social Darwinists of the nineteenth century through the work of contemporary 
political economists on the right, this idea, dressed oft en with quantitative so-
phistication and theoretical skill, has retained an amazing purchase on popular 
thought and on politics as well.11

Consider two examples. In her superb Poverty Knowledge, historian Alice 
O’Connor (2001) narrates the formulation of an antipoverty agenda in the Ken-
nedy administration as a competition between  growth- based and structural 
models. The victory of the growth  model—the vehicle, as Alan Wolfe (1981: 
143) has shown, for combining capitalist expansion with social justice in the 
post–World War II era—signaled the triumph of what came to be known as the 
“new economics”:

The impact on the subsequent trajectory of poverty knowledge was immense. 
First and foremost, the new economics made the struggle against poverty com-
patible with lightly managed, if not free- market, capitalist growth. The new eco-
nomics also provided a central theoretical  framework—neoclassical labor market 
 theory—from which economists and, later, sociologists, began in the mid- 1960s 
to generate ‘testable hypotheses’ and to build an expanding program of poverty 
research. The ubiquity of the neoclassical model as a way of explaining the causes 
and consequences of  poverty—alternately labeled human capital, social capital, 
or cultural  capital—indicates the extent to which that central theoretical frame-
work still prevails. So, too, does the overwhelming emphasis on  individual- level 
attributes as ‘causes’ of poverty, an emphasis that avoids recognition of politics, 
institutions, or structural inequality.

In his powerful essay, “The State, the Movement, and the Poor,” historian Thomas 
Jackson (1993) criticizes the neglect of history and politics in writing about the 
“underclass.” Like O’Connor, Jackson (1993: 404) identifi es a tradition of polit-
ical economy of poverty conservative in its implications and shared by liberal 
and conservative writers. Experts and policymakers, he argues, are concerned 



58 • Michael B. Katz

“with how to frame policies benefi ting the poor in the context of the current 
political structure, which favors the middle class and the wealthy, local elites, 
and powerful economic interests.” In his discussion of the “underclass debate,” 
Jackson (1993: 404) observes that “authors [had] wholly neglected questions of 
national and local political structures as they may have contributed to urban 
poverty.” It has been conservatives, however, who have followed the implications 
of free- market theory to its most logical conclusions, with devastating eff ects for 
antipoverty policy: “More than anyone else, recent conservative critics of welfare 
policy have argued that the state contributed to the current underclass problem” 
(Jackson 1993: 404). Their explanation of the persistence of poverty during an 
era of “unprecedented economic growth. . . . downplays the performance of the 
economy and blames the state.” For the two leading conservative writers on pov-
erty and social policy, Charles Murray and Lawrence Mead, “poverty increased 
not in spite but because of the expansion of social policy expenditures in the 
1960s and 1970s, which eroded poor people’s work ethic, family values, and sense 
of social obligation” (Jackson 1993: 404, emphasis in original).

Conservatives, of course, have not held a monopoly on the political economy 
of poverty. Nonetheless, even left - leaning social science has not shaken loose 
from a tradition that obscures the production of poverty in the routine working 
of politics and economy and focuses instead on what Lilian Brandt (1908: 643) 
called “largely symptoms or results of poverty.”

Among the myriad critics of poverty on the American left , undoubtedly the 
most famous was Michael Harrington, whose 1962 The Other America is said, 
with some exaggeration, to have touched off  the War on Poverty through its 
impact on President John F. Kennedy. Harrington did touch the conscience 
of Americans, unmasking the poverty that a self- congratulatory politics and 
social theory, not to mention willful ignorance, kept hidden. But even Har-
rington could not sustain Americans’ interest in poverty, and his subsequent 
book, the excellent The New American Poverty (1984), enjoyed nothing like the 
same infl uence when it appeared in  Reagan- era America. In fact, throughout 
the massive rise in economic inequality and the Great Recession poverty has 
remained off  the political agenda. In the 2008 presidential election, only candi-
date John Edwards made poverty the focal point of his campaign, which went 
nowhere and eventually imploded. So thoroughly has the  centuries- old con-
servative political economy permeated American ideas about how society and 
government work that poverty has become the newest “third rail” in American 
politics (Tough 2012).

There is, of course, a long tradition of writing about the political economy 
of poverty from the perspective of the political left . The consequences of the 
industrial  revolution—inescapable immiseration, the pathogenic slums of Man-
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chester, England, and other early industrial cities, early death, rampant disease, 
stunted  childhoods—in short, the “social question,” provoked a radical political 
economics, notably in the work of Marx and writers in the Marxian tradition. In 
the United States, the poverty and inequality that resulted from naked capitalist 
greed in the fi rst Gilded Age laid bare the opposition of capital and labor with 
a clarity that dropped from sight in the twentieth century. Mainstream writers 
and newspapers routinely referred to the division of America into two great 
 camps—capital and  labor—with a frankness that today would be denied and 
dismissed as “class warfare” (Katz, Doucet, and Stern 1982: 14–63). But class 
warfare did exist in the great railway strike of 1877, the Homestead strike of 1892, 
the Pullman strike 1894, and the Colorado coal strike of 1913–14. As never be-
fore or since, radical  political- economic explanations for poverty and inequality 
went mainstream, or nearly mainstream. In 1886 Henry George, who grounded 
his interpretation in the immiseration that followed the monopoly of land (see 
George 1880), nearly won the mayoralty of New York City. In the presidential 
election of 1896, William Jennings Bryan, with his fi ery condemnation of the 
gold standard as the root of misery, ran for the White House on the Democratic 
ticket, winning 6.5 million votes or 46.7 percent of the total cast. In 1912 Eugene 
Debs led the Socialist Party to its best showing in presidential politics in Amer-
ican history, winning about 900,000 votes or 6 percent of the total.

All three men acquired huge followings. Their messages resonated across 
America, reaching ordinary workers searching for explanations of why they 
received so little in the land of plenty and what could be done to turn the sit-
uation around. Yet none of the three men captured power; none founded an 
important and lasting school of political economy.12 Progressive Era reformers 
achieved more, taming Gilded Age capitalism with antitrust legislation, mothers’ 
pensions, early social insurance plans, regulation of hours of work, and other 
measures.13 But they stopped short of confronting the deeper political economy 
itself. The Marxian tradition never gained traction even before it was discredited 
by the founding and subsequent history of the Soviet Union. The radicalism 
that fl ourished briefl y in the Great Depression of the 1930s proved evanescent, 
blunted by the New Deal, pushed off stage by World War II with its full employ-
ment and by the Cold War and McCarthyism. The trade unions that emerged in 
the postwar years proved eff ective at winning higher wages and a private welfare 
state but paid a high price, giving up the oppositional stance of early unions, like 
the iww, and drawing back from the early radicalism of the cio.

The New Deal, the War on Poverty, the Great Society: all could point with 
pride to stunning achievements moderating the unmediated impacts of free- 
market capitalism and putting into place a welfare state. But none of them 
grounded their reforms in a theory of political economy that linked wealth 
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and poverty to the routine operations of modern capitalism. That, in fact, was 
the point. American liberalism could not deny the paradox of  poverty—the 
persistence of poverty in the land of abundance. But it could tame its political 
implications by defi ning poverty as outside the routine workings of the political 
 economy—the exception rather than the rule. As Alyosha Goldstein (2012: 10)) 
writes, “Since poverty was understood as an aberration or anomaly rather than 
as a requisite for capitalism, mainstream research on poverty held that mitigating 
or even eliminating poverty was possible within the framework of capitalism.”

In the 1960s and 1970s, in fact, antipoverty scholarship turned toward race 
and gender. The major left  exception has been the work of Frances Fox Piven 
and Richard Cloward who in a series of trenchant and powerful works beginning 
with Regulating the Poor linked the production of poverty and the deployment 
of relief to the routine functioning of a capitalist political economy (Piven and 
Cloward 1993). Black poverty became part of the Civil Rights agenda, although, 
as Thomas Jackson (2006) has shown, throughout his career Martin Luther King 
Jr. grasped the links between racial oppression and discrimination and broader 
questions of economic inequality. It is intriguing to wonder if King could have 
built a powerful transracial poor people’s movement grounded in a radical polit-
ical economy had he not been assassinated. The most powerful alternative politi-
cal economics, in fact, emerged from black scholars who developed a  short- lived 
school of thought that rooted black disadvantage and inequality in what they 
termed “internal colonialism”—a theory that analogized the American urban 
ghetto to Third World colonies (Katz 2013: 73). Feminist scholars highlighted 
what they termed the “feminization of poverty,” fi nding poverty’s origins in a 
long history of patriarchy and gender discrimination (Stallard, Ehrenrich, and 
Sklar 1983). Close to the ground, poor women activists in the National Welfare 
Rights Movement and its off shoots anchored their protests in homegrown un-
derstandings of the intersection of politics and economics. Despite impressive 
victories, as in the story told by Analise Orleck (1996) in Storming Caesar’s Pal-
ace, when they seemed headed for real power, the forces they threatened closed 
them down (Kornbluh 2007).

There is, of course, a great deal more that can be written about both con-
servative and left  political economies of poverty. This little  sketch—almost a 
 caricature—has two main points. One is to highlight the persistence of a rea-
sonably coherent and powerful conservative political economy of poverty that 
has lasted for more than two centuries. The other is to point out the absence of 
a comparable intellectual tradition on the political left  where a coherent, per-
suasive political economy of poverty has failed to coalesce. (The most signifi cant 
attempt to construct a contemporary political economy of urban poverty is the 
work of Loïc Wacquant [2008]). If my observation is correct, the question is 
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obvious. What accounts for the intellectual fragmentation of the left ? Even more, 
what does it matter? Suppose we identify and disseminate a political economy of 
poverty, what happens next? As the political right has known all along, the gap 
between theory and implementation is fi lled by power. Poverty is more than a 
problem of political economy; it is also a problem of power.

Power

In theory, in a democracy poor people should be able to gain purchase on the 
levers of power by electing representatives who champion their interests. In 
America, this has happened briefl y and occasionally, as with the New Deal in 
the 1930s, the War on Poverty and Great Society in the 1960s, and the occasional 
state and local election. But for the most part electoral politics has not proved 
an eff ective route to power for poor Americans or those who hope to serve their 
interests. With the unchecked infl uence of wealth on politics, this may be truer 
today than at any point since the fi rst Gilded Age. The trade union movement, 
of course, emerged as a counterweight to the power of capital in the nineteenth 
century. Not directly an antipoverty movement, it nonetheless addressed the 
miserable wages that were one of its primary sources. Relatively unsuccessful 
in their  nineteenth-  and early  twentieth- century battles with capital, which re-
mained free to harness the power of the state in the interests of repression, in 
the 1930s trade unions joined with other organizations to compose a potent 
and  broad- based social movement. They acquired power during the Great De-
pression thanks to the 1935 Wagner Act. It is probably impossible to quantify 
how many people the trade union movement has kept out of poverty since the 
1930s, and how many fewer people would be in poverty today had the rate of 
unionization not plummeted. But the number, if indefi nable, surely is huge.

Periodic “poor people’s movements” also have tilted the balance of power. 
They are the subject of Frances Fox Piven and Richard A. Cloward’s (1977) Poor 
People’s Movements: Why They Succeed, How They Fail. Piven and Cloward re-
mind readers that protests remain unusual events. They do not erupt “during 
ordinary periods” but when “large- scale changes undermine political stabil-
ity. . . . It is this context that makes political leaders somewhat vulnerable to 
protests by the poor” (Piven and Cloward (1977: 28). During these moments of 
vulnerability, insurgencies mounted by poor people have wrung concessions 
from public authorities. Power, they emphasize, derives from the insurgency 
itself, not leadership or organization. This is their most challenging and con-
troversial point: “Whatever infl uence  lower- class groups occasionally exert in 
American politics does not result from organization but from mass protest and 
the disruptive consequences of protest” (Piven and Cloward 1977: 36).
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When protest ebbs, politicians withdraw some concessions: “Since the poor 
no longer pose the threat of disruption, they no longer exert leverage on political 
leaders; there is no need for conciliation” (Piven and Cloward 1977: 35). But some 
important concessions and institutional changes remain, such as the right to join 
unions or the extension of the franchise to Southern blacks. Because the retreat 
from protests’ initial passion is inevitable, all organizers and leaders can do is to 
seize the moment: “They can only try to win whatever can be won while it can 
be won” (Piven and Cloward 1977: 37). Aft er protest dies out, organizers fi nd 
themselves incorporated into “stable institutional roles” that coalesce into new 
institutions that themselves become part of the established order, not sources 
through which poor people can continue to leverage power on their own behalf 
(Piven and Cloward 1977: 33, 34–35, 37). In the Great Depression of the 1930s, for 
instance, a number of worker protest organizations coalesced into the Workers 
Alliance, which, according to Piven and Cloward, failed to seize the moment 
“during the brief and tumultuous period when people were ready to act against 
the authorities and against the norms that ordinarily bind them. Instead of ex-
ploiting the possibilities of the time by pushing turbulence to its outer limits, 
the leaders of the unemployed set about to build organization and to press for 
legislation, and in so doing, they virtually echoed the credo of offi  cialdom itself ” 
(Piven and Cloward 1993: 91).

The recognition that whatever power poor people can muster on their own 
behalf derives from mobilization and protest also has led down a second road—
one that, in contrast to Piven and Cloward, points to organization, leadership, 
and institution building. The main destination is community organizing. The 
great founding fi gure of community organizing was Saul Alinsky, who began 
in Chicago’s Back of the Yards neighborhood in the 1930s. Alinsky “recruited 
local leaders from the churches, block clubs, sports leagues, and unions that 
formed the Back of the Yards Neighborhood Council, the fi rst of what Alinsky 
would call the People’s Organization. Alinsky guided them to identify common 
interests that brought together into a large organization previously hostile eth-
nic groups of Serbs and Croatians, Czechs and Slovaks, Poles and Lithuanians. 
The council pressured, demanded, and negotiated with government offi  cials 
and businesses on  bread- and- butter issues such as better garbage collection, 
improved schools, fresh milk for children, and more jobs” (Atlas 2010: 20). 
The organizing tradition Alinsky inspired stresses concrete, local grievances, 
not abstract causes. Only the role of the organizer is central. Organizers bring 
together local people, help them defi ne their grievances, and plan militant strat-
egies, oft en called “actions,” to pressure authorities. In 1940 Alinsky founded 
the Industrial Areas Foundation to train organizers. Through its work, the iaf 
turned organizing into a profession whose members have mobilized poor people 
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to win local, and even not so local, victories. However, when organizers threaten 
entrenched interests, they provoke ferocious and devastating reactions. This is 
what the history of one of the most eff ective community organizing networks, 
acorn, illustrates. Subject for years to vicious attacks by  right- wing media, 
Acorn, which won important national and state, as well as local, victories, fi nally 
was brought to its knees by a carefully orchestrated scam designed to discredit 
its integrity (Atlas 2010).

Its opponents killed acorn as a national organization, but they did not de-
stroy community organizing. The remarkable pico provides the best example. 
Like acorn, pico organizes at neighborhood, state, and national levels. It even 
has established a policy offi  ce in Washington. Founded in 1972 by Father John 
Bauman, a Jesuit priest, pico originated as a regional training institute to as-
sist neighborhood community organizing in California. pico works through 
a congregational- community model it pioneered. Its networks embrace con-
gregations of all denominations and faiths, and in 2012 counted 44 affi  liated 
federations as well as 8 statewide networks working in 150 towns and cities and 
17 states. More than one million families belonged to the one thousand congre-
gations in its networks. pico’s website describes its many achievements in health 
care access and reform, immigration policy, housing, school improvement, rural 
development and other areas (pico 2012).

Another story about community organizing could be told by focusing on 
the history of community action in the War on Poverty whose founding legis-
lation, the Economic Opportunity Act, required federally funded programs to 
include the “maximum feasible participation” of the people they served. This 
provision proved the most radical and controversial strand within the poverty 
war. Predictably, it elicited fi erce opposition, which diluted its potential (Gold-
stein 2012; O’Connor 2001: 167–73). History and historians have not treated the 
 community- action strand in the poverty war kindly. They have portrayed it as 
ineff ective and  patronage- ridden, subject to cooptation, accomplishing little, 
and diverting resources and attention from more promising strategies for change 
(see Matusow 1984). Scholars too oft en have viewed the local programs through 
the eyes of their critics. Skeptical of the capacity of poor people to organize ef-
fectively on their own behalf, even liberal scholars have neglected  close- grained 
studies of local programs. Liberal social policy remains more comfortable with 
social and policy change engineered by elites and applied from the top down. 
Liberal elites fi nd it hard to appreciate the  oft en- messy process through which 
reform originates at the grassroots. In this, they unwittingly reinforce the power 
relations that need rearranging if poverty is to be eff ectively addressed. In fact, an 
exciting new body of historical writing has begun to reevaluate the community 
action component of the War on Poverty (Aguiar 2012; Korstadt and Leloudis 
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2010; Orleck and Hazirjian 2011). It fi nds all over the country promising grass-
roots programs stifl ed by the interests they threatened. Nevertheless, community 
action’s institutional legacy remains in a host of programs (Orleck and Hazir-
jian 2011: 440–41) and in a commitment to grassroots politics that occasionally 
bubbles to the surface, as in the Chicago School Reform movement, which in 
1989 through an act of the Illinois Legislature wrested control of the city’s public 
school system from the central offi  ce and turned it over to local school councils 
(Katz 1995: 99–143; Katz, Fine and Simon 1997: 117–57).

Since the Civil Rights Movement of the 1970s, organizing rather than mobi-
lization has dominated strategies for leveraging power by and on behalf of poor 
Americans. That suddenly and unexpectedly changed with the eruption of the 
Occupy movement in fall 2011. Occupy was not a poor people’s movement. It 
focused more on inequality, and initially, on the depredations of banks and the 
fi nancial industry. Protestors primarily were white and well educated. The move-
ment deliberately lacked a platform; it was diff use. But it erupted all across the 
country, and it resulted in an upsurge of writing about inequality in the press. 
President Barack Obama for the fi rst time spoke powerfully and directly about 
inequality as a national problem (Alternet 2011; Knefel 2012; Young, 2012).

Not surprisingly, the political right attacked Occupy, focusing a vicious as-
sault, including a death threat, on Frances Fox Piven, who was an early strong 
supporter (Dreier 2011). Where the Occupy movement will go, whether it will 
direct its energies to specifi c issues, what tactics it will employ, whether it can 
sustain its energy and draw in more demographically and economically diverse 
participants: all these remain unclear. Clearly, as of this writing it is too soon to 
assess its potential or signifi cance other than to marvel at the speed and scope 
of its eruption and its capacity for rekindling hope for democratic social change 
and reorienting the discussion of power.

This excursion into the question of power leads to a few central points. The 
fi rst is that the political economy of poverty needs a theory of power. The play-
ing fi eld never is level. The second point is that eff ective responses to poverty 
have originated outside the electoral system. Ultimately, the redress of poverty 
requires legislation and policy. But the engine of change starts beyond the for-
mal political arena. Third, signifi cant changes will not come about as a result 
of elite good will. Real change requires countervailing centers of power. The 
trade union movement, decimated by decades of attack, still remains vital, if 
weakened. Community organizing networks provide the second center. Building 
from the grassroots to players on the national policy scene, they have mounted 
some of the most eff ective challenges to entrenched interests and institutions. 
Fourth, attempts to leverage countervailing  power—from trade unions through 
community action agencies in the War on Poverty to acorn—provoke powerful 
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backlash. There is no question that any meaningful assault on poverty will not 
happen easily or quietly, or without great skill and eff ort.

There is, however, a diff erent sort of response to the persistence of poverty 
that does not threaten existing arrangements of power or pose uncomfortable 
questions about capitalism. It is, in fact, of a piece with the hegemony of markets 
as models for American public policy. And in a short span of time it has become 
the  cutting- edge technology of antipoverty work.

Markets

Beginning in the 1980s,  market- oriented models reshaped public policy in hous-
ing, health care, education, welfare, and elsewhere. They also reconfi gured ideas 
about poor people and antipoverty policy. No longer an underclass, poor people 
became entrepreneurs. In the new  market- based approach to poverty policy, 
initiative passed from a reduced state to the private sector, which off ered inno-
vations at once less demeaning and more  eff ective—as well as less expensive. Ad-
vocates of  market- based antipoverty policies rejected pathological descriptions 
of poor people. Instead, in the writing of market theorists poor people emerged 
as rational  actors—consumers, savers, and entrepreneurs. Four overlapping but 
distinct strategies dominated what I have elsewhere called new technologies 
of poverty work:  place- based approaches intended to rebuild markets in inner 
cities; microfi nance programs to transform poor people into entrepreneurs; 
 asset- building strategies designed to give poor people the means to accumulate 
capital; and conditional cash transfers that deployed monetary incentives to 
encourage poor people to change their behavior (Katz 2012: 101–50).

Zones of concentrated poverty at the core of older American cities drift ed 
outside legitimate markets. Prices plummeted so low, and supply so outstripped 
demand, that no housing market remained (Bartelt 1993: 118–57) Supermarkets 
and banks, as well as manufacturing and other institutions of commerce had fl ed. 
In this situation, urban planners reasonably concluded that  inner- city revitaliza-
tion required the recreation of markets. Two widely heralded  policies—Ronald 
Reagan’s Enterprise Zones and Bill Clinton’s Empowerment Zones—proved 
disappointments, falling short of expectations. Enterprise and Empowerment 
Zones started with defi cit models. They intended to supply poor  inner- city 
neighborhoods with missing assets. In his famous 1995 Harvard Business Re-
view article, “The Competitive Advantage of the Inner City,” Harvard Business 
School professor Michael Porter took a radically diff erent tack, portraying inner 
cities as full of untapped strengths that capitalism, free of the clumsy and bu-
reaucratic interference of governments, could tap to revitalize cities and reduce 
poverty. Porter infl uenced both the federal Small Business Administration and 
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President Bill Clinton’s New Markets Initiative, which attempted to mobilize tax 
incentives and private capital to revitalize poor urban and rural areas. On its 
website, the Initiative for a Competitive Inner City, Porter’s national nonprofi t, 
highlights successes in mobilizing money with which to support the creation 
of small businesses and tens of thousands of jobs. Impressive as the numbers 
are, nowhere on its website does the icic assess the bottom line: poverty and 
employment rates in inner cities and joblessness among African American men. 
Will its eff orts prove isolated instances of success or transformative? The jury 
remains out.14

Of the four  market- based antipoverty strategies, only the fi rst, rebuilding 
markets in inner cities, concentrated on regenerating places. The other three fo-
cused on individuals. Microfi nance, the most famous of these, started in Bangla-
desh and spread with breathtaking speed around the world, to developed as well 
as developing countries. Microfi nance began in January 1977 when Muhammed 
Yunus, an economics professor in Bangladesh, started to lend poor women small 
amounts of money with which to start their own businesses. In 1993 he founded 
the Grameen bank (grameen means village). The Grameen program off ered poor 
women, unable to tap the formal banking system, an alternative to the informal 
economy of exploitative loan sharks and moneylenders. Yunus lent money to 
women rather than men because he believed women were more likely to use 
it for the well- being of their families and because he hoped it would empower 
them. Borrowers repaid their loans in one year at an interest rate of 20 percent. 
Yunus claimed a repayment rate of 98 percent. Conventional poverty programs, 
which assumed poor people lacked the skills with which to fi nd and hold paid 
work, began with training programs. Yunus turned this idea on its head by 
starting with cash. What the poor lacked, he believed, was access to  credit—a 
fundamental right. Inspired by Grameen, a great many organizations around 
the world developed microcredit programs. The number of organizations affi  li-
ated with Grameen exploded. In 2008, throughout the world, 112 million people 
participated in microcredit programs. In 2006 Muhammed Yunus received the 
Nobel Peace Prize (Counts 2008; Yunus 1999, 2007).

Grameen reached even the United  States—the fi rst antipoverty program to 
spread from an Asian country to the developed West, with Grameen America 
opening its fi rst branch in the New York City borough of Queens in January 
2008. The second opened in Omaha, Nebraska, in 2009. Experienced man-
agers were imported from Bangladesh to run them. Even the U.S. federal gov-
ernment adopted microfi nance programs. With its own national organization, 
the Association for Enterprise Opportunity, microlending in fact became an 
industry. Eventually, sharp philosophical diff erences divided microlenders into 
two camps. To Yunus, the purpose of microlending was poverty alleviation. 
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To the Consultative Group to Assist the Poor (cgap), sponsored by the World 
Bank, the fi rst priority was economic development. In practice, this resulted in 
the entrance of for- profi t fi rms into microlending. Appalled at this transfor-
mation of microfi nance, Yunus told listeners at the United Nations, “We didn’t 
create microcredit to encourage loan sharks. . . . Microcredit should be seen as 
an opportunity to help people get out of poverty in a business way, but not as 
an opportunity to make money out of poor people” (MacFarquhar 2010). Mi-
crofi nance has not lacked for critics, and in recent years scandals have rocked 
programs (Polgreen and Bajaj 2010; Radhakrishna 2010).15 There is in fact much 
more to be said about microfi nance, for which I direct readers fi rst to Anaya 
Roy’s (2010) spectacular Poverty Capital: Microfi nance and the Making of De-
velopment. In the end, the bottom line about the results of microfi nance remain 
unclear. Defi ning a metric of success, designing research programs, agreeing on 
a methodology for evaluation: all remain elusive. What is clear is that Muham-
mad Yunus and Grameen have replaced pathological stereotypes of the poor 
with images of competent entrepreneurs. In the history of poverty policy, this 
is a signal achievement.

In its second phase, Yunus and other leaders of the microfi nance movement 
began to recognize the importance of fi nancial services to poor people and the 
importance of savings (Dowla and Barua 2006). Reframed as asset building, 
saving became the core of an  asset- building movement started in the United 
 States—stimulated notably by Michael Sherraden’s (1991) Assets and the Poor. 
Asset building quickly became an antipoverty strategy of choice throughout the 
world of social policy. A 2010 report by the New American Foundation (Cramer 
et al. 2010), one of the principal advocates of asset building as social policy, ex-
plained: “Asset building refers to public policy and private sector eff orts to enable 
individuals to accumulate and preserve long- term, productive  assets—savings, 
investments, a home, post- secondary education and training, a small business, 
and a nest- egg for retirement” (Cramer et al 2010: 1). Like Yunus, the  asset- based 
movement rejects pathological, moral, or culturally based theories of poverty. 
In the United States the federal, state, and local governments have promoted the 
importance of individual assets. Through the tax code, for example, the federal 
government has supported home ownership and retirement savings. Almost all 
federal  asset- based policy, however, goes to steadily employed homeowners, not 
the poor. According to one authoritative analysis, in 2005 less than 3 percent of 
tax- based subsidies went to the  three- fi ft hs of families with the lowest incomes. 
The situation is especially bleak among African Americans. The gap separating 
black from white wealth is much greater than the income gap. Between 1984 and 
2009, report Thomas Shapiro and his colleagues (2012), the gap between black 
and white assets skyrocketed from $84,000 to $236,500. At $265,000, median 
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white household assets dwarfed the $28,500 fi gure among blacks (Cramer et al. 
2010; Shapiro, Meschede, and Orso 2012).

To direct asset building toward helping poor people leave poverty Michael 
Sherraden proposed Individual Development Accounts (idas). These are subsi-
dized savings accounts targeted at poor people through matching grants rather 
than tax breaks. Sherraden sees idas as the vanguard of a revolution that will 
shift  the emphasis of social policy from income support to asset accumulation. In 
fact, hundreds of ida programs are spread across the country. Most states have 
some sort of ida- enabling policy while “federal legislation . . . provided a legal 
structure and funding mechanism for idas” (Schreiner and Sherraden 2007: 3. 
Many  community- based organizations implemented idas in the 1990s, most 
oft en with foundation funds. Major sponsorship has come from the Ford Foun-
dation, the New American Foundation, the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, 
and several others. The Assets@21 conference sponsored by the New America 
Foundation in May 2012 clearly illustrated how asset building has become a 
national social movement. Two major research  projects—the American Dream 
Demonstration (add) and Savings for Education, Entrepreneurship, and Down-
payment (seed)—have tested asset building as policy. The results, however, 
although pointing to useful directions for future policy, fell short of unequivocal 
evidence of success. Research on ida programs raises many questions, as the 
researchers themselves admit. Some are practical; others are more philosophical. 
Indeed, the reorientation of the welfare state around asset building would hasten 
its redesign on market principles. Still, it is undeniable that the lack of assets 
traps people in poverty and that many promising  asset- building programs are 
underway throughout the country (Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation 2010; 
Cramer 2009; Ford Foundation 2002; Schreiner and Sherraden 2007).

In New York City, Mayor Michael Bloomberg launched an ambitious anti-
poverty program that also rejected pathological images of the poor. The pro-
gram included Conditional Cash Transfers (ccts)—the fourth new strategy 
of antipoverty work—which Bloomberg imported from Mexico. ccts did not 
constitute the most important part of his antipoverty agenda, but they became 
the most controversial. Aft er eighteen months, they proved the most visible 
failure. Conditional Cash Transfer programs transfer cash to poor households 
on the condition that they make specifi c investments in the human capital of 
their children: for instance, periodic medical checkups, growth monitoring, 
vaccinations, prenatal care for mothers, mothers’ attendance at periodic health 
information talks, and  school- related behavior, including enrollment, regular 
attendance, and sometime academic achievement. Most cct programs transfer 
money directly to mothers or, in some circumstances, to students. Details of 
cct programs vary—there are huge programs in Brazil and  Mexico—but all of 
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them, a World Bank specialist points out, provide poor families with cash “on 
the condition that they make investments in human capital such as sending chil-
dren to school or bringing them to health centers on a regular basis” (Rawlings 
2005: 1). ccts represent a “new generation of social programmes” that rely “on 
market principles” (Fizbein and Schady 2009; New York City Commission for 
Economic Opportunity 2006; Rawlings 2005: 134).

Bloomberg, who traveled with staff  to Mexico to observe its Oportunidades 
program, formed a public–private partnership, Opportunity nyc, to implement 
the fi rst full cct program in the United States. A cross section of elite Ameri-
can philanthropy put up $50 million to fund a  three- year trial. Aft er eighteen 
months, a midcourse evaluation by the fi rm mdrc, hired to design and evaluate 
the program, turned in a mixed report, and Bloomberg announced the abrupt 
termination of the program, although not the evaluation. Neither the political 
left  nor right liked Opportunity nyc. To the right, it rewarded the undeserv-
ing poor—why reward parents who had failed to send their children to school 
regularly or take them for medical checkups? The left  found ccts paternalis-
tic and off ensive. Lacking a solid constituency, Bloomberg could not scale up 
ccts with city funds. Perhaps it was less embarrassing to pull the plug than to 
lose a bruising fi ght with city council. The other components of Bloomberg’s 
antipoverty program appeared more promising, although the program failed to 
stop the rise in the city’s poverty rate, which reached 21 percent in 2010. In fact, 
Bloomberg deserves great credit for mounting a major antipoverty program 
with poverty off  the national political agenda. No other mayor within memory 
had tried anything remotely similar (Bosman 2010; mdrc 2013; Riccio et al. 
2010; Roberts 2012).

Bloomberg created the perfect antipoverty program for a  twenty- fi rst- century 
American city because it did not rely on federal initiatives or funding, it com-
bined public and private resources, it refl ected  market- based principles, and it 
was resolutely pragmatic and non- ideological. It also fi t the  twenty- fi rst century 
because it focused on the deserving or working poor, eschewed redistribution, 
and paid no attention to the dependent poor. In this, Bloomberg’s antipoverty 
initiative tracked national policy, which since the 1990s has developed an array 
of programs to help the working poor while neglecting the nonworking poor, 
whose situation stagnated or deteriorated.

Market- based technologies of poverty work do not assault the rigidities of 
social structure or the citadels of power. They ignore the political economy of 
power. They propose to solve poverty on the cheap, with relatively little public 
money, and without growing the size of government very much. They reduce 
the role of government to impresario organizing, partially funding, and coordi-
nating a new show rather than creating and managing new programs. That said, 
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these initiatives have the potential to improve the lives of a great many people 
while smoothing the rough edges of capitalism. Is this the best we can hope for?

What kind of a problem is poverty? Not one single kind of problem. This essay 
has pointed, in fact, to six kinds of problems implied in discussions of poverty 
over more than two hundred years. They are not mutually exclusive; nor do 
they represent a simple taxonomy. Rather, they are more of an archeology, each 
taking us deeper into the meaning of poverty, with markets, the last and newest 
addition, moving in an orthogonal direction, away from the main line of pov-
erty discourse. None of them is incorrect; all of them can point poverty policy 
in useful directions, although the policies that fl ow from them diff er radically. 
One problem with American poverty discourse is that it tends to get stuck at 
the fi rst or second level, poverty as a problem of persons or of places. The ten-
dency to shy away from resources distracts attention from direct, redistributive 
policies needed especially by the nonworking poor, who never have fared well in 
America’s modern welfare state or its precursor regimes. The reluctance to admit 
that poverty is a problem of power inhibits poverty policy from focusing on the 
most powerful levers of change. The new  market- based antipoverty technologies 
provide a way of eliding these  topics—resources, political economy,  power—and 
refocusing attention elsewhere, usefully, for sure, but not with anything like the 
force needed to confront the massive and growing economic deprivation in 
 twenty- fi rst- century America.

Each interpretive tradition suff ers from a “blind spot.” The idea that poverty 
is a problem of persons turns a blind eye to the myriad sources of poverty out-
side individual control. Interpretations that treat poverty as a spatial problem 
run the risk of overemphasizing the causal power of concentrated poverty or 
residential segregation and missing the  political- economic forces that produce 
uneven geographies. Theories that view poverty as a problem of market failure 
or absence fail to grasp how  market- based societies produce poverty. Defi nitions 
of poverty as a lack of resources oft en stop short of focusing on the sources of 
unequal income distribution.16 Interpretations that present poverty as a problem 
of political economy or power reveal their own blind spots when they stop short 
of the diffi  cult task of translating their insights into realistic and potentially 
eff ective strategies.

Despite their diff erences, one strand runs through all these problem defi -
nitions: the question of work. Indeed, so central have concerns about work re-
mained to poverty discourse over the centuries that I considered highlighting 
work as a seventh defi nition. But in one way or another, work runs through all 
the others. In the eighteenth century the capacity to work defi ned the bound-
ary between types of poor  people—the able- bodied and the impotent. Today, 
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it polices the border of social policy, separating the working and nonworking 
poor and rewarding only the former with anything approaching adequate ben-
efi ts, although for how long remains uncertain given the conservative assault 
on unemployment insurance and workers’ compensation (Katz 2008: 195–231, 
382–86). Chronic joblessness marks the areas of concentrated poverty in Amer-
ica’s cities where the lack of work distinguishes the territories of poverty. At the 
same time, another way to talk about the political economy of poverty is through 
the unemployment produced by the routine workings of capitalism. This was 
true in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries when work remained irreg-
ular and seasonal. It remains the case today when so many have been laid off  on 
account of deindustrialization followed by the contraction of  service- sector jobs, 
especially in the public sector. The rewards of work, moreover, have depended 
on power, notably on the capacity of organized workers to extract a living wage, 
without which work becomes exploitation, not the means to a decent life. Work, 
of course, also has been tied closely to labor markets. Tight labor markets always 
have proved eff ective antipoverty strategies, as in World War II or during the 
early 1990s.

In practical terms, where does that take us? At the risk of intellectual in-
coherence, we should support whatever works, taking advantage of successful 
ideas and programs that fl ow from each defi nition of poverty. But we need to 
pay special attention to those strands that mainstream poverty policy treats most 
lightly: resources, political economy, and power. Giving people money, it should 
not be forgotten, is a tried and true successful way to reduce poverty. Mobilizing 
and organizing have proved the only way to move the levers of power so that 
they work on behalf of poor people. Without a coherent progressive political 
economy of poverty, it will not prove possible to fully refute the mystifi cations 
and canards of the right.

This means we need to risk inconsistency. Inconsistency is the price pro-
gressives have to pay in a world marked by contradiction. Recall the article by 
Lilian Brandt with which this essay opened. Brandt began by arguing that an 
understanding of the deep causes of poverty was essential to the development 
of eff ective policy. She ended by saying that eff ective measures for combatting 
policy had become well known, even when theory lagged behind, and that the 
sensible thing to do was to use whatever worked. Pragmatism, she said, was, in 
the end, the only guide. We are more or less in the same place, except that Brandt 
had one advantage. She wrote at a moment when poverty suddenly appeared 
unnecessary and the possibility of its near disappearance was a sustaining faith. 
Her boss, Edward T. Devine (1911: 12), wrote that misery, including poverty, “is 
economic, accidental, and transfi gured by the abiding presence of hope.” For 
Brandt and Devine, poverty was also a seventh kind of  problem—a problem of 
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pessimism, which she and her Progressive Era reformer colleagues were deter-
mined to overcome. To make real progress, we need to recapture their energy 
and their faith.

Notes

For detailed, fast, and exceptionally helpful readings of a previous draft  of this essay, 
I am indebted to Daniel Amsterdam, Merlin Chowkwanyun, Adam Goodman, Mark J. 
Stern, and Viviana Zelizer. Their comments have improved the essay in many ways. I of 
course remain responsible for the fi nal product.

1. “Lilian Brandt 1873–1951,” http://tigger.uic.edu/depts/hist/hull- maxwell/vicinity
/nws1/documents/html/brandt- introduction.htm; obituary, New York Times, July 6, 1951; 
Brandt 1901: 100. At Wellesley, courses on applied economics and sociology were taught 
by future Nobel laureate Emily Green Balch, who was later fi red from the college because 
of her objection to America’s entry into World War I. For an  article- length version of 
her thesis, see Brandt 1903. Brandt’s thesis was infl uenced by and to an extent modeled 
on W. E. B. Dubois’s famous study, The Philadelphia Negro. On the history of scientifi c 
charity, see Katz 1996, 60–87; Furner 1975. At the time of her death, Brandt lived with 
her sister, Genevieve Brandt, at 410 W. 24th St., New York.

2. The most sophisticated recent statement is Goldin and Katz 2008. I have written 
an extensive critique of the book; see Katz 2009. See also the excellent Kantor and Lowe 
2011; and Katz and Rose 2013.

3. Still, important examples of successful job training programs do exist today, for ex-
ample, the Wisconsin Regional Training Partnership and Austin’s Capital Idea. These are 
described in the special American Prospect issue on poverty, July/August 2012, 36, 44–49.

4. For a popular discussion of epigenetics and its astonishing rise, see Shulevitz 2012.
5. On the bundling of social problems, see Katz 1983: 138–55.
6. Igo (2007) contrasts the  place- based character of the fi rst major survey research, 

Lynd’s study of Middletown, with the a- spatial national samples of Kinsey and Gallup.
7. The power of Davis’s book comes at the cost of homogenizing the many diff erences 

among the places about which he writes, downplaying their internal variety, ignoring 
the energy and agency of their residents, and missing promising movements for change 
within them.

8. See the U.S. Basic Income Guarantee  Network—http://www.usbig.net/index.php. 
A good overview of the living wage movement is Bernstein 2002.

9. See the U.S. Human Rights Network at http://www.ushrnetwork.org; and Martha F. 
Davis 2007. Thanks to Karen Tani for pointing me to the Davis article.

10. For a brief, lucid overview of the poverty line, see Levinson 2012. There is an 
extensive literature on the topic.

11. This point is made well in Reich 2012.
12. This is partly qualifi ed in the case of Henry George, whose  single- tax theory fi nds 

contemporary advocates and an institutional home in the Henry George Institute (http://
www.henrygeorge.org/hgi.htm). But it is not a large or powerful movement.
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13. For a succinct statement of the Progressive Era antipoverty agenda see Hunter 
1904: 338–39.

14. See Porter 1995; Initiative for a Competitive Inner City online, http://www.icic
.org/site/c.fnj; Initiative for a Competitive Inner City 2005; Rubin and Staniewicz 2005.

15. For the operations of Grameen in the United States, see the Grameen America 
website: http://www.grameenamerica.com. For more background, see Shevory 2010.

16. For the insight that the interpretive traditions have “blind spots”, I am indebted to 
Merlin Chowkwanyun, personal communication to author, August 12, 2012.
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An Archaeology of Poverty for the Present

Luis Flores Jr.

Ideas are not “out there” waiting to be discovered, but are  tools—like forks 
and knives and  microchips—that people devise to cope with the world in 
which they fi nd themselves.
—Louis Menand, The Metaphysical Club (2001: xi)

The value of an artifact to an archeologist derives overwhelmingly from the 
information about the craft sman or user of the artifact that its study reveals. 
Similarly, Michael B. Katz’s archeology as history allows us to study progres-
sive reformers, market capitalists, bureaucrats, and advocates from the middle 
class through their ideas of poverty. Wielding a critical shovel, Katz digs back 
through U.S. history to suggest that ideas of poverty are layered with six expla-
nations (poverty as a problem of persons, places, resources, political economy, 
power, and markets. “How one bundles these answers carries consequences,” 
warns Katz (this volume). “They lead straight to what one does, or tries to do, 
about poverty.” But Katz’s dissection of poverty paradigms, while historically 
illuminating, runs the risk of promoting an approach to handling these types of 
explanations as discrete layers. The archeological method through which Katz 
takes us “deeper into the meaning of poverty, with the last and newest addition, 
markets moving in an orthogonal direction, away from the mainline of poverty 
discourse,” could lead us on a search for epistemic soil samples.

I will build on Katz’s archeology below with the aim of informing the broader 
agenda for critical poverty research. I propose that approaching the rearrange-
ment of poverty knowledge with the concepts of “articulation” and “epistemic 
privilege” at hand can allow us to escape a dusty layered interpretation of poverty 
knowledge and develop a relational approach. This approach reveals that rear-
rangements of poverty knowledge are more than “programs of government,” and 
are enabled not by the layering of explanation but by the dynamic rearrangement 
of existing explanations and social relationships to mediate newly visible social 
problems or market conundrums. Aft er a summary of this amended approach, 
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I will off er an example that points to contemporary articulations of poverty 
knowledge and potential agendas for poverty research.

Instrumental in mapping out the dynamic rearrangements behind selectively 
layered explanations of poverty should be an anchoring of poverty logics to 
the “concrete work” they enable. In this eff ort, Stuart Hall’s analysis of contem-
porary racism is instructive. Hall (1980: 338stresses an analytical focus on the 
“concrete historical ‘work’ which racism accomplishes under specifi c historical 
 conditions—as a set of economic, political and ideological practices of a specifi c 
kind, concretely articulated with other practices in a social formation.” Hall 
suggests that modern racism is not strictly a historical holdover or artifact, but 
rather a dynamic modality, constantly rearticulated to achieve concrete work. 
Katz’s (this volume) characterization of the current logic of poverty as of a “piece 
with the hegemony of markets,  . . . [which] does not assault the rigidities of 
social structure or the citadels of power,” is precise but can understate how both 
the logics of poverty and of the market system itself are mutually reinforcing, 
not just passively coexisting.

Attention to articulation as being simultaneously the meaningful and prac-
tical “joining together” and “giving expression to” (Hart 2014: 17) raises the 
four following considerations: What epistemological (and material) “tools” are 
historically available in the form of past explanations and practices addressing 
poverty? Who are the individuals and institutions with the authority to reor-
ganize poverty paradigms (and where does this authority come from)? Which 
are the arenas on which competing ideas battle and spread? And, importantly, 
what historical conjectures, or crises (social, political, and economic) warrant a 
re- articulation of poverty knowledge?

Beginning with that last consideration is perhaps most illuminating, as any 
historical study of crisis will almost immediately run into competing interpre-
tations of the crisis by diff erent groups, in diff erent arenas, and employing dif-
ferent epistemological (oft en historical and ideological) tools. A study of these 
contestations is key to understanding what gives particular ideas and articula-
tions “epistemic privilege,” meaning social receptiveness to an idea or method 
of generating ideas (Block and Somers 2005, 265). The battle for epistemic priv-
ilege seems to involve the molding of a convincing “shape” of a crisis, then the 
public proposal that a particular articulation of poverty knowledge precisely 
fi ts the shape of the crisis. Of course, shape and fi t are molded by power but with 
historic tools, as shape and fi t match due to the “transposability” of historically 
or ideologically familiar crisis shapes, (Bourdieu 1977: 83; elaborated in Sewell 
2005: 124). This attention to articulation and the craft ing of epistemic privilege 
suggests a relational and more dynamic process of knowledge production than 
an archeological search for epistemic artifacts can dig up.
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In keeping with this volume’s intergenerational mandate, I want to briefl y 
illuminate one example derived from my upbringing along the U.S.–Mexico 
border in order to explore this approach to critical poverty studies.

In my native desert Southwest, the last two decades have seen the peculiar 
and related rise of two industries that must be interpreted as domestic technol-
ogies of poverty: the for- profi t college industry (whose contemporary origins 
lie in the University of Phoenix) and the  direct- sales marketing industry (which 
many know through popular companies such as Herbalife, Tupperware, and 
Avon that rest on “pay as you go” labor models). By 2013, 13 percent of the entire 
higher education student body was enrolled in a for- profi t institution, while 
the sales force of  direct- sales companies stood at nearly 16 million  people—a 
staggering number comparable to 10 percent of the formal domestic labor force. 
Both industries cater to a similar subset of the population. For- profi t colleges, 
whose profi ts rest on Federal Pell Grants and private loans to students, recruit 
overwhelmingly low- income students, oft en of color. A controversial 2010 rev-
elation of recruitment at homeless shelters exposed the predatory tactics of the 
industry (Golden 2010).

For the $30- billion direct sales industry, which once relied on women’s social 
networks and provided small amounts of supplementary income, the 2008 re-
cession resulted in a dramatic expansion toward attracting the young  under-  and 
unemployed seeking primary incomes, with one popular  public- traded energy 
drink company welcoming its “fl exible” sales force into a “young people revolu-
tion,” or #ypr. Sparked by the recession, this social revolution is being launched 
from suburban  living- room recruitment meetings and led by self- proclaimed 
entrepreneurs.

While these industries most oft en fall short of their promises by burdening 
students with private debt, or by leading sales reps into prolonged engagements 
that yield a pittance in income, they remain surprisingly popular in the suburban 
desert southwest.

These highly profi table technologies of poverty rely on a particular artic-
ulation of poverty that casts the problem in terms of a lack of individual hu-
man capital (best accumulation through self- investment in the from of student 
debt or entrepreneurial self- employment), thus tapping into deeply symbolic 
practices, like schooling. Ethnographic evidence suggests that key to the spread 
of this articulation is the popularity of staunchly apolitical self- help literature, 
and the practical “10- step” lifestyle changes they prescribe. This literature, 
 English- language publishers claim, will surpass celebrity biographies in sales 
in 2014. Flattening histories of racism, gender marginalization, economic op-
portunism, and structural inequality, this apolitical articulation is not merely 
subjective, as it relies on streams of federal grant aid, federal protection of private 
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student debt (rendering it unforgivable), and the stock  market—as both these 
industries channel revenue into the fi nancial system.

Yet to uncover the “concrete work” that this articulation of poverty enables, 
this brief epistemic autopsy must be contextualized in a critical analysis of the 
historical moment that is producing this poverty and which I can merely sum-
marize here. Signifi cant is the post- 1970s shift  to rely increasingly on speculative 
profi tability and wealth generation’s relative liberation from the constraints of 
labor and time. The resulting decline in not only real wages, but also in the 
number of workers needed to generate massive wealth, can be characterized as 
the spread of “wageless life” (Denning 2012). Soaring speculative profi ts can be 
generated by a small group of workers in Silicon Valley or Wall Street, massively 
devaluing labor that is disconnected from key sectors. In short, through their 
dependency on high youth unemployment, student debt fi nancing, and fl exible 
arrangements of labor, both of the industries mentioned here are connected to 
fi nancialization, or the increased dependence on fi nancial and speculative profi ts 
in the national economy (Krippner 2011).

With this context in mind, it seems insuffi  cient to categorize this articulation 
as “problems of persons.” The practical and historical work that this defi nition 
enables should instead be our analytical entry point. Working backward, the ar-
ticulation under which these industries thrive serves to moralize and normalize 
the  credit- dependence that buttresses consumption in a wageless  economy—
shift ing attention away from declining wages, the precarious and uneven nature 
of fi nancial accumulation, and state disinvestment from education. It neutralizes 
histories of racial and gender marginalization by translating the “underclass to 
entrepreneur” (Katz 2012: 101) in a controlled movement to address these his-
tories of marginalization in which the state is understood as an accomplice by 
fueling dependency and stifl ing self- improvement. Finally, this articulation is 
given “epistemic privilege” by the profi tability it enables, the extent to which it 
quells (extra- partisan) political unrest in  poverty- stricken suburbs, the manner 
in which it taps into deeply symbolic practices (like property ownership, entre-
preneurialism, and schooling), and by its ability to institutionalize fl exible labor 
experiments that capture superfl uous labor in a fi nancialized economy.

Critical poverty scholarship should engage with the legitimization of poverty 
prescriptions and the social arrangements their credibility depends on, while 
always striving to understand these ideas in relation to “concrete work,” oft en 
in enabling profi ts or quelling social unrest. Necessary in this task are both the 
historian’s purposeful shovel and the ethnographer’s critical fi eld notes, not for 
unearthing buried ideas, but for mapping the dynamic ways in which they live 
through deliberate and eventful rearrangements in the present.
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Is Poverty a Global Security Threat?

Akhil Gupta

This essay, which sets out to rethink the territorialization of poverty, emphasizes 
four ideas. First, that the relationship between poverty and security has a long 
genealogy, and that this history is largely ignored in contemporary formulations 
of the problem. Second, I argue that poverty as a problem for security, crystal-
lized in the discourse of “human security,” arose before September 11, 2001, and 
not, as we might be inclined to think, aft er that tragic event. Third, 9/11 gave a 
fi llip to the already existing idea that poverty was a problem for the citizens of the 
global North because globalization was bringing people closer together, increas-
ing contact, contagion, and friction between rich people in the global North and 
poor people in the global South. Finally, I argue that the reterritorialization of 
space following the uneven geographies of global capitalism require us to think 
beyond the problematic of “global North” and “global South.” The territories of 
poverty are changing, and may no longer be representable in the logic of units 
that resemble the  nation- state (see Roy’s introduction to this volume).

Contrary to what one might expect, the discourse of “poverty as a problem 
of security,” or the “securitization of poverty” did not begin aft er September 11, 
2001, although the relation between poverty and security may have been given 
a diff erent infl ection aft er that date. Well before 9/11, what we see is the conver-
gence of two trends that come from very diff erent discourses and literatures. 
One of these trends came from security studies, and the other from poverty 
studies. Within security studies, the orbit of security was widened aft er the fall 
of the Berlin Wall from a focus on national security and the state to “the security 
of the population.”1 The second trend has been the movement of poverty ideas 
from “basic needs” and “human development” to “human security.” These two 
ideas converged to produce the idea of poverty as a threat to human security. 
This convergence was historically  contingent—I am not arguing that it was 
inevitable, the result of inexorable processes whose unfolding fi nally gave us 
the idea that poverty was a major threat to human security. I am interested in 
how the idea that poverty is a threat to security was produced, but even more 
in what eff ects it might have in the world, particularly for acutely poor people 
throughout the globe.
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I argue that we need to interrogate who the “human” is in “human security.” 
Exactly who is being threatened by global poverty? The securitization of poverty 
creates the elites in the global North as the new subjects of security, the peo-
ple most threatened by poverty in the global South. Poor people in the global 
North have always been a source of insecurity for elites in their own societies, 
and the problem posed by the poor has been “solved” by increasing the force 
of disciplinary mechanisms and by implementing carceral regimes (Wacquant, 
this volume; Roy, introduction to this volume). The security concerns of poor 
people in the global South have been displaced by the more pressing concerns of 
the elite population of  nation- states fi rst in the global North, and now including 
elites in the global South as well. Human security remains an enduring concern 
in the diff erent literatures, but the “subject” of security who is under threat by 
global poverty is mainly the elite citizen of the global North.

Having given an overview of the main argument, I will now step back and 
briefl y map the precursors of the idea that poverty is a problem of security. With-
out attempting to survey the large and rich anthropological literature on how 
acutely poor people dealt with uncertain weather conditions and risky livelihood 
strategies, I will introduce some key ideas from this literature, and ask why the 
importance of those ideas has not been recognized. The second part will then 
trace the metamorphosis of “national security” to “human security” aft er the 
end of the Cold War, and the convergence of security studies discourse with 
that of the human development paradigm. Human security as it emerges from 
the human development paradigm is itself an outgrowth of the idea of “basic 
needs” and represents a critique of mainstream development institutions and ap-
proaches. The third part will connect these developments to global poverty and 
the post- 9/11 political confi guration. The conclusion will interrogate received 
ideas of “global North” and “global South” as new representations of poverty 
arise partly in response to transformations in global capitalism.

Has Poverty Always Concerned Security?

The problem of security has always loomed large in the study of peasants in the 
global South. Peasant  production—characterized by  small- scale holdings; rain- 
fed, subsistence agriculture; and production for one’s own  household—faced 
perpetual insecurity due to drought, pestilence, unseasonal weather, political 
confl ict, and so forth. Those households that specialized in commercial crops, 
like cotton or coff ee, or sold excess food grains on the market, were subject to the 
vicissitudes of price fl uctuations and to the depredations of usurious merchant 
classes in the towns.2

Faced with these uncertainties, there were three major forms of insurance 
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practiced by peasant households. First, peasants typically grew a wide variety of 
crops, so that even if one crop was blighted and failed, others would still yield 
something for household consumption. Production risks could also be spread 
by cultivating plots in diff erent areas rather than in just one place. Geographic 
dispersion, even when it pertained to diff erent plots in one village, provided 
safeguards against spatially localized incidents, such as the fl ooding of one side 
of the village. This is probably why one fi nds a particularly interesting method 
of dividing land in coparcenary systems of inheritance in north India. If a fam-
ily owns three plots of roughly the same size and the land is to be inherited by 
three brothers, then instead of allocating one plot to each brother, each plot is 
subdivided into three. Thus, each brother gets a small share of land in three 
diff erent parcels, rather than a larger piece of land in one parcel. The problem 
with such a division is that each brother then owns plots of land in diff erent 
locations, and all the plots individually are too small to benefi t from lumpy in-
vestments such as tubewells or tractors. Such “nonrational” economic behavior 
appears puzzling until one understands it primarily as a risk- aversion strategy. 
Having even suboptimal sizes of land in diff erent places is preferable to having 
a larger parcel in one place because one can spread the risk of crop failure better 
in diff erent plots, even if one consolidated plot would allow for higher returns 
during a normal crop season.

A second form of insurance is to invest in kinship relations, both inside and 
outside the village, so that one can request the aid of relatives in hard times. In 
peasant communities, therefore, one oft en fi nds strong mechanisms of mutual 
aid and support to kin connected through descent or marriage. In periods of 
drought or fl ooding, such relations are very important, particularly those that 
connect people to other villagers outside one’s area of residence. The practice of 
exogamy, which is long- established in most peasant communities in north India, 
enables people to forge relations with other communities through marriage.

Third, even in elaborately stratifi ed peasant societies, there were oft en 
 community- level forms of insurance so that the pain of a  downturn—such 
as a bad  harvest—was shared by the whole community. For example, tenancy 
contracts or labor contracts that were calculated as a share of the output auto-
matically adjusted rents and wages to the size of the harvest. In good times, the 
tenant had to pay the landlord more in nominal terms, and landlords had to pay 
laborers more by way of wages; in the case of a poor harvest, the reverse was true.

Finally, for poor households that do not earn enough to store food for the 
whole year, insurance against seasonal fl uctuations in the demand for labor (and, 
therefore, food) can lead to various types of  labor- tying arrangements. This can 
take the form of labor contracts that last one year or more, and may even shade 
into forms of indenture and bondage (Bardhan 1980, 1983).
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As Scott (1976: 17) argued in The Moral Economy of the Peasant, peasant 
communities’ preoccupation with survival drove them to “safety fi rst” principles. 
Beyond the argument that Scott makes, the fragility and insecurity of peasant 
life more generally has played a critical explanatory role in peasant studies. The 
need to provide security against downside risks has been the basis of many 
functional explanations that purport to explain the nature of rural institutions, 
patron–client relations, inheritance systems, family types, reciprocity networks, 
moral structures, and subject formations. Poor people could increase their own 
security, or decrease their insecurity, by employing a whole host of institutional 
and familial strategies to mitigate downward shocks.

I bring up the literature on insecurity in peasant communities to ask why so 
little of this body of work fi nds its way into contemporary discussions of human 
security. In countries like India, the majority of the population is still rural and 
continues to be critically dependent on agriculture, even when agricultural in-
come is not the primary source of income for the household. The literature on 
peasant communities that links insecurity to risk and provides models of com-
munitarian social arrangements that mitigate against the insecurity of livelihoods 
might off er us some templates to deal with dilemmas about poverty in the present.

Post–Cold War Security Discourse and Alternative Approaches to Development

There have been many eff orts to redefi ne “security” aft er the Cold War, par-
ticularly in the fi eld of security studies. Having lost the enemy who supplied 
them their reason for existence, “defense intellectuals” and military personnel 
and thinkers, who had been preoccupied by national security, began to search 
for alternative ways to conceptualize security threats. At the same time, there 
arose an initiative from Peace Studies and allied intellectual fi elds that proposed 
thinking of security not just in terms of harm to the territorial state, but in terms 
of the threats to which its  people—citizens and  populations—were exposed. Not 
equating the security of people and  nation- states also allowed for the possibility 
that the national state could be harming some of its own citizens and residents, 
and therefore, that the security of people could not be guaranteed by the securing 
of the  nation- state. One scholar has called this trend “the broadening and deep-
ening of the idea of security”—a good example is Jessica Tuchman Mathews’s 
1989 article on environmental security, which was one of the earliest eff orts to 
redefi ne security (Krause and Williams 1996).

This move in security studies toward human security was paralleled by a 
shift  in poverty discourse toward human security. The landmark here is the 1994 
United Nations Development Program (undp) Human Development Report, 
whose vision came from its charismatic head, Mahbub ul Haq. “The concept of 
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security has for too long been interpreted narrowly: as security of territory from 
external aggression, or as protection of national interests in foreign policy or as 
global security from the threat of nuclear holocaust. It has been related more to 
 nation- states than to people. . . . Forgotten were the legitimate concerns of ordi-
nary people who sought security in their daily lives” (1994: 22). The report goes 
on to say that for most people feelings of insecurity arise from worries of daily 
life having to do with getting enough to eat, job security, safe neighborhoods, 
repressive states, gendered violence, or religious and ethnic intolerance (United 
Nations Development Program 1994: 22). It goes on to identify seven major com-
ponents of human security: economic security, food security, health security, 
environmental security, personal security, community security, and political 
security (United Nations Development Program 1994: 24–33). The move from 
“human development” to “human security” puzzled many followers of Mahbub 
ul Haq, who was clearly the chief force behind both concepts.

In reading the 1994 Human Development Report, it becomes clear that the 
agenda in moving to the concept of “human security” was to seize the peace div-
idend in the period aft er the Cold War (United Nations Development Program 
1994: 5). Other arguments that have been made as to why “human security” is a 
better umbrella for the developmental agenda than “human development” are 
the following:

1. Human development is too diff use a concept, and it fails to prioritize 
its components. In stressing the expansion of human capabilities, 
human development does not help determine whether the provision 
of food is more important than the provision of medical services or 
educational services, or other needs. Human security narrows the 
scope of the human development concept by focusing on that which 
is essential for human security (Gasper 2005: 226–7).

2. Human security draws attention not just to the provision of goods 
and services necessary for human development, but to the regularity 
of their provisioning. Thus, if access to food is, on the average, ade-
quate, but seasonally variable or unstable, then human security better 
captures this element of unreliability or unpredictability (Gasper 
2005: 226). “Human security” is a minimal program to safeguard the 
vulnerable against downside risks rather than a maximal program to 
develop human potential.

3. The term “security” is preferable because it “conveys urgency, de-
mands public attention, and commands governmental resources” 
(Paris 2001: 95). Governments are more likely to act in the name of 
human security than for general purposes of development.
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4. “Human security” brings a human rights agenda into the devel-
opmental discussion of basic needs, blending the worlds of social 
movements and humanitarian intervention with those of social and 
economic policy and aid (Gasper 2005: 232). In particular, it places at 
par people who have suff ered physical and structural violence at the 
hands of their own  nation- states with those whose suff ering is due to 
the military threats of other  nation- states.

Once the idea was introduced, the reaction to human security was surprisingly 
positive: it was taken up by many diff erent actors and was quickly institutional-
ized. Here is a partial list, taken from Büger (2008: 15), of some of the import-
ant institutions and global assemblies where this term was adopted: the 1995 
Copenhagen World Summit on Social Development;3 the 1997 Ottawa Treaty, 
which came out of the International Campaign to Ban Landmines; the un Trust 
Fund for Human Security in 1999 (part of the un Offi  ce for the Coordination of 
Humanitarian Aff airs (ocha)); the Human Security Network in 1998;4 the Ogata 
and Sen (2003) report, Human Security Now, for the un Commission on Human 
Security; and in several think tanks and research centers on human security in 
diff erent parts of the world, especially in Canada, the uk, and Germany.

A great deal has already been written on explaining why the concept of “hu-
man security” caught on in the way that it did, but that is not my concern here 
(see, e.g., Büger 2008; Gasper 2005; Paris 2001). I wish to ask a diff erent question. 
Taking the widespread adoption of “human security” as a social fact, I ask what 
its eff ects have been on our understanding of poverty. In particular, I wish to 
raise the question of the articulation of the idea of human security with another 
idea that gained prominence at the same time, that of “global poverty.”

Forms of globalization pushed by dominant powers that centered on integrat-
ing markets in the global South with those in the global North helped produce 
the conditions that led to a discourse of global poverty. “Global poverty” ref-
erences a depoliticized,  context- light concern with acute poverty whose “solu-
tions” involve integrating the poor more tightly into global commodity markets 
(see Gupta 2011).

In previous work (Gupta 2009, 2011), I have argued that “global poverty” 
arose as an important concept aft er 1999. If we chart the number of publications 
in which the term “global poverty” is employed, we fi nd a clear pattern that 
demonstrates that there is almost a 500 percent increase in references to the 
term in the six years between 1999 and 2005. It appears that a new consensus on 
global poverty took shape in the late 1990s, culminating in the un Millennium 
Declaration in September 2000. The year 1999 is also signifi cant because it inau-
gurated a new approach to poverty by the World Bank and the imf. It was in that 
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year that the World Bank and the imf adopted the Poverty Reduction Strategy 
Paper (prsp) approach to poverty. By 2005 the calls for reducing global poverty 
had become a tidal wave. Time magazine made “global poverty” its cover story 
and prominently featured the work of Jeff  Sachs. That same year, the g- 8 summit 
made global poverty its main focus; the Millennium Development Goals Report 
was also released in 2005 (United Nations 2005). Tony Blair’s Commission for 
Africa released a high- profi le report in March 2005 entitled Our Common In-
terest, which focused on poverty reduction strategies for Africa (Commission 
for Africa 2005). Global poverty even made it to the top of the agenda at the 
high profi le economic summit in Davos in 2005, the World Economic Forum 
(wef). This was not entirely an  elite- driven agenda. The year 2005 also launched 
the Global Call to Action against Poverty (gcap) in Porto Alegre, Brazil, by the 
World Social Forum (wsf). The same year saw the introduction of two highly 
visible campaigns to eradicate global poverty: the White Band campaign and 
the Power of One, sponsored by corporations and ngos.

In tracking the rise of the term “global poverty” in this manner, and of “hu-
man security” before that, I do not wish to claim that poverty was not present as 
a severe problem for large parts of the population of the world before 2000, or 
that security was not a problem for poor people before the release of the Human 
Development Report of 1994. The underlying problems of poverty and human 
insecurity did not change dramatically aft er these ways of conceptualizing pov-
erty and security became dominant. What did change was how these problems 
were seen, how they were understood and perceived, and, as a result of the new 
optics, how “solutions” to the problems of poverty and insecurity were devised. 
When “global poverty” became an important global idea, the problem of poverty 
as human insecurity was already well established. How did these two concepts 
articulate with each other? In the next section, I will track their intersections 
and transmutations.

From Human Security to Global Poverty

In chronological terms, the development of the discourse of “human security” 
precedes the rise of the concept of “global poverty.” The question I wish to ask 
is whether these two discourses on poverty are related, and if so, how? Did “hu-
man security” discourse and its corresponding institutions create the conditions 
for the rise of “global poverty” discourse and its institutionalization? Or, was it 
just a coincidence that these two ways of thinking about poverty emerged one 
aft er the other? And how did 9/11 intervene in shaping these two discourses, 
one of which originated largely before 9/11 (human security) and one which 
really took off  only aft er 2001 (global poverty)? For the moment, I off er some 
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tentative hypotheses, which may be rejected or refi ned by further research and 
argumentation.

First, let me note that the analytical trajectory would have been much neater 
had we fi rst seen the un, scholarly institutions, ngos and civil society organiza-
tions react to the interest in globalization in the early 1990s with the invention of 
something like “global poverty.” When globalization became part of the vocabu-
lary of rule, then it seems that “global poverty” as an idea could not be far behind. 
And then when 9/11 occurred, it would not be at all surprising to witness the 
securitization of poverty and the replacement of the concept of “global poverty” 
by “human security” as the currency of the poverty industry.

Unfortunately, it makes my argument more convoluted that things actually 
unfolded in the reverse order. I have already mentioned that “human security” 
emerged in the aft ermath of the Cold War to capture the peace dividend by in-
jecting a sense of urgency and focus, and perhaps inspiration, to development 
programs. “Human security” brought together scholars and practitioners from 
security studies, development studies, and human rights, and it succeeded in 
capturing the attention of many diff erent actors in states, multilateral institu-
tions, and ngos. The basic argument held that poverty was a security issue in 
that the lives of the poor were insecure along multiple dimensions, and the erad-
ication of all those risks was necessary in antipoverty eff orts. However, at that 
point, poverty was still largely conceptualized as national, and the risks it posed 
were largely to poor people themselves, and, secondarily, to national economies 
and states. Although the concept of human security left  it open whose security 
was in question, and potentially included poor people in the global North, it 
was clear that the primary concern of human security discourse was with poor 
people in the global South—they were the ones whose security mattered because 
they were the ones at risk. Certainly, Mahbub ul Haq’s formulation of human 
security was largely in these terms.

The rapid rise of the discourse of “global poverty” did not displace human 
security from the developmental agenda but complemented it in certain critical 
respects. Human security has been severely criticized by some security studies 
scholars for its lack of specifi city and measurability, and the more traditional 
branch of security studies has largely ignored it for this reason. However, others 
have argued that this lack of precision is exactly what makes it useful, as it can 
be diff erently employed in diverse contexts, depending on what the greatest 
risks are in those contexts: lack of physical security in one context, and lack of 
food security in another.5 It can, therefore, simultaneously serve as an umbrella 
term and be fi ne- tuned to fi t local circumstances. By contrast, “global poverty” 
frames poverty in such a manner that local context does not matter (Gupta 
2011). “Global poverty” off ers a contextually thin understanding of poverty that 
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seeks universal explanations and universal solutions. Moreover, the discourse of 
global poverty arose in a context in which the key concern was what the wealthy 
 nation- states and peoples in the global North could do for the unfortunate poor 
in the global South. The depoliticization of poverty occurs by seeing it as not 
being created by global inequalities, or structural inequalities in a global system 
(Sachs 2005).6

The referent of “global poverty” was almost never poor people in the global 
North. It was understood that the globally poor were the poor people in the 
global South, and aggregating them under the umbrella category of those “who 
lived under $1/day” made it possible to put people who were desperately poor 
into the same statistical and analytical framework. If the dominant mode of 
relating to the poor was that of charity or aid, it made sense to lump them 
together in this way. However, if one wanted to think of cultural context and 
structural location, and especially if one wanted to link poverty to relational 
inequalities between the global North and South, it made little sense to lump 
the poor in Africa with the poor in India. In the work of thinkers such as Sachs 
(2005), Singer (2010), and Collier (2008), it is precisely this lack of analysis of 
systematic, structural inequality in a globally interconnected world that enables 
the construction of the global poor as abject objects of sympathy and aid.

As Roy points out in the introduction to this volume, the relationship be-
tween poverty “at home” and poverty “abroad” can never be grasped without a 
global historical approach that keeps in “simultaneous view the uneven geog-
raphies of global North and global South.” What is at stake here is not just the 
existence of such uneven geographies, but their reproduction. Martin Luther 
King Jr., in his famous antiwar speech, made this connection clearly:

A few years ago there was a shining moment in that struggle. It seemed as if there 
was a real promise of hope for the poor, both black and white, through the poverty 
program. There were experiments, hopes, new beginnings. Then came the buildup 
in Vietnam, and I watched this program broken and eviscerated as if it were some 
idle political plaything on a society gone mad on war. And I knew that America 
would never invest the necessary funds or energies in rehabilitation of its poor 
so long as adventures like Vietnam continued to draw men and skills and money 
like some demonic, destructive suction tube. So I was increasingly compelled to 
see the war as an enemy of the poor and to attack it as such.

Perhaps a more tragic recognition of reality took place when it became clear 
to me that the war was doing far more than devastating the hopes of the poor at 
home. It was sending their sons and their brothers and their husbands to fi ght and 
to die in extraordinarily high proportions relative to the rest of the population. 
We were taking the black young men who had been crippled by our society and 
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sending them eight thousand miles away to guarantee liberties in Southeast Asia 
which they had not found in southwest Georgia and East Harlem. So we have 
been repeatedly faced with the cruel irony of watching Negro and white boys on 
tv screens as they kill and die together for a nation that has been unable to seat 
them together in the same schools. So we watch them in brutal solidarity burning 
the huts of a poor village, but we realize that they would hardly live on the same 
block in Chicago. I could not be silent in the face of such cruel manipulation of 
the poor. (King 1967)

There could be no clearer example of the relationship between violence on the 
poor at home and abroad. Poor, minority men, subjects of structural and police 
violence at home, are recruited to wage war and perpetuate violence on poor 
people in Vietnam in the name of the U.S. state. Martin Luther King Jr. was aware 
that the “problem” of minority youth was being solved by sending them to wage 
war on poor people abroad, that the two modes of violence on the poor were 
integrally interconnected (see Roy, Schrader, and Crane, this volume).

Another, perhaps equally important reason why the discourse of global pov-
erty was not seen as a challenge to the idea of human security was because the 
referent of human security shift ed aft er 9/11. In Mahbub ul Haq’s formulation, 
and in the un documents in which “human security” was fi rst developed, the 
idea was that the insecurity of the poor was the problem on which one needed 
to focus. Aft er 9/11, the subject of security changed, so that poverty became a 
problem for “human security”: the poverty of the global South became a problem 
for the security of the elite citizens of the global North. Sachs (2005: 330–31) 
argues, for example, that terrorist bases are established in “unstable societies 
beset by poverty, unemployment, rapid population growth, hunger, and lack of 
hope. . . . Poverty abroad can indeed hurt us at home, and has repeatedly done 
so.” Defense intellectuals discovered in this idea of “human security” something 
they could fi nally recognize.

There is a long history of the idea that poverty in the Third World is a secu-
rity problem for the West, although the fear earlier concerned the  nation- state 
much more than it did citizens.7 One widely shared belief among American 
policy makers promoting development in the Third World aft er decolonization 
was that poverty was a fertile breeding ground for communism.8 Apart from 
its implications for the Cold War, revolutionary movements were to be feared 
because they created political instability that, in turn, aff ected the business cli-
mate negatively. American corporations were of course negatively aff ected by 
any political instability, but so were domestic businesses that were needed for 
a country to advance to the next stage of growth (Rostow 1991). Huntington 
worried that without a strong government, political instability would be created 
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because mass republican mobilization, even if it was noncommunist, would 
outrun institution building (Huntington 2006).

Persistent poverty would lead to Third World states becoming communist, 
and growing communist infl uence, in turn, threatened the security of the Free 
World. This was clearly one of the most important lessons that Robert Mc-
Namara, as secretary of defense during the Vietnam War, took from his ex-
perience advising two presidents on the war in Vietnam. On being appointed 
president of the World Bank immediately aft erward, McNamara turned the 
World Bank’s focus to “basic needs.” In the words of the World Bank’s archives, 
“McNamara believed that there was a direct link between concerns about mili-
tary security and economic development. For McNamara the threat of warfare 
was a consequence of the widening income gap between the industrial and de-
veloping countries.”9 As Roy, Schrader, and Crane demonstrate in their essay 
in this volume, McNamara was to extend this insight from the battlefi elds of 
Vietnam to potentially insurgent minorities within the United States.

Since the Vietnam War, security concerns in the global North have shift ed 
from a fear of an attack by another  nation- state to a concern with the damage 
that might be infl icted by terrorist groups. Defense intellectuals theorize that 
terrorists thrive in settings that uncannily resemble the conditions that were said 
to give rise to communism. Poverty is the underlying cause, and if on top of that, 
one overlays failed states, the paucity of job prospects, and extremist ideology, 
then one gets ideal breeding grounds for recruitment to terrorist organizations 
(Sachs 2005: 215, 330). Sachs’s predilection for eloquently recycling moderniza-
tion theory makes him especially prone to restate its tenets about security as 
freshly minted insights into terrorism. But Sachs is scarcely alone in extending 
the insights about security gained during the Cold War to the brave new world 
of nonstate threats to elite citizens in the global North.

Global capitalism has altered existing class structures and modifi ed the old 
geographies of “West” versus “Third World.” Day by day, it increasingly makes 
the new imaginaries of “global North” and “global South” less tenable as well. The 
whole problematic of security, ensconced in the geographies of the Cold War, has 
to be constantly reconceived. What is really being retheorized in these debates is 
how to defi ne the subject whose insecurity is to be addressed. The Cold War defi -
nition of security was national, but the vision of the  nation- state was such that it 
already excluded its minority citizens from civil rights and substantive equality. 
Global capitalism is creating a new, transnational elite spread across the world, 
whose geographical location is increasingly escaping the territoriality implicit in 
the term “global North,” however that is envisioned. In such a world, defi nitions 
of security are caught between the old  nation- state formulations familiar to 
security analysts embedded in the  military- industrial complex, and new ideas 
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seeking to theorize modes of security that would be adequate to protect the life 
and well- being of this elite.

The ideas of security presented by Sachs are no doubt a theory of human 
security and not about national security in the narrow sense. But the insecurity 
that defense intellectuals worry about is not that of poor people across the globe. 
The subject of security here is the elite citizen of the  nation- states of the global 
North who is under threat due to poverty in the global South.10 The argument 
that poverty abroad should be eradicated because it ultimately undermines “our” 
security may be a strategic essentialism to make the poor less remote and pov-
erty as an issue that needs to be tackled urgently. Aft er all, the argument goes, 
appealing to people’s selfi sh interests is always more eff ective than engaging their 
humanitarian intentions. But the problem is that such arguments eff ect a critical 
shift  in the subject of  insecurity—from the poor person in the global South to 
the elites in the global North. Aft er all, whose security is being threatened by 
poverty? Who is the “we” and the “our” who are the subjects of sentences like 
the one constructed by Sachs? Almost certainly, it is not the poor people in the 
global South and it is not even the poor people in the global North. Elites in 
the global North cannot be secure at home without eradicating poverty abroad. 
The poor subject who was proposed as the center of the human security concept 
by Mahbub ul Haq has been erased and became instead an instrument toward 
an end, which is the security of elite subjects mostly in the global North but 
increasingly spread across the world.

Poverty in the global South threatens elites in the global North not only 
because it breeds frustration and thereby political extremism, but for a host of 
other reasons. The argument begins by acknowledging that globalization has 
resulted in tightly interconnecting the lives of people all over the world. For this 
reason, poverty in any part of the world (“Africa”) will, sooner or later, threaten 
“our” security: through disease vectors such as aids, tuberculosis, bird fl u, and 
Ebola; through bioterrorism; through environmental destruction of rainfor-
ests and other important global resources; through the threat to biodiversity 
posed by the nonsustainable use of genetic resources; through fi nancial vola-
tility that creates new layers of poverty and results in social crises; and through 
unchecked migration and human traffi  cking (Chen and  Fukuda- Parr 2003). 
A very similar line of argument was used by New Labour and Prime Minister 
Tony Blair’s government when, soon aft er 9/11, Blair called Africa “a scar on the 
conscience of the world” (Abrahamsen 2005: 55). The argument made by New 
Labour was that in an increasingly interconnected world, poverty and confl ict 
in other places can, and will, spill over and aff ect the global North. That is why 
Africa’s failed states needed to be helped, and chronic poverty in the continent 
addressed (Abrahamsen 2005). Abrahamsen (2005: 68) asks what the price is 
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for framing Africa’s problems less as a development/humanitarian issue and 
more as a security issue. When one moves from development to security, what 
is lost in shift ing the emphasis from the poor person in the global South, who 
was the subject of development, to the elite citizen of the global North, who is 
the subject of security and whose life is threatened by new kinds of risks in an 
increasingly interconnected world?

In the kinds of arguments marshaled by New Labour, the division between 
“inside” and “outside” is maintained. The geographies of nationalism in which 
the domestic sphere is separated from foreign policy and foreign relations, the 
implicit bulwark of security studies thinking, is replicated in these “progres-
sive” statements (Walker 1992). Globalization is a promise but also a threat be-
cause it brings the “outside” in and threatens to breach the border fences of 
the  nation- state. In the logic of such arguments about security, “we” should do 
something about poverty “outside,” that is, about “global poverty,” not because 
there is something morally compelling about it, not because it makes us, the 
comfortable classes, complicit in killing the poor (Gupta 2012), but because it 
will eventually make our own lives worse, because it will make our comfortable, 
ecocidical, consumerist, narcissistic, existence slightly less tolerable. If such an 
argument strikes one as being “reasonable” and “pragmatic,” then how far are 
we from acknowledging the pain of those who are losing their lives due to acute 
poverty?

Beyond “Global North” and “Global South”?

As Roy notes in her introduction to this volume, poverty is being reterritori-
alized in the world today: moving from inner cities to suburbs in the global 
North and South, and from rural areas to peri- urban slums. Poverty is also 
being produced and reproduced in novel ways. We have to study the produc-
tion of poverty, which means that we need to pay attention to new forms of 
accumulation and distribution in the global economy. These produce not only 
poverty, but privilege; the “global poor” and the “global elite” are produced by 
the same processes of accumulation and dispossession, and by the production 
of inequality. Although acute poverty is oft en defi ned in absolute terms, poverty 
is relational, and any argument such as the one made here about poverty being 
a threat to the security of global elites begs the question of the  relationship—
physical, geographical, transactional,  legal—between the rich and the poor. It is 
this relationship that is creating new geographies, new cartographies, of poverty, 
new forms of the territorialization, deterritorialization, and reterritorialization 
of poverty.

The rise of the brics (the economic association of Brazil, Russia, India, 
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China, and South Africa) is only one large trend in the reterritorialization of 
wealth and accumulation in the global economy today. The larger picture of a 
move of the center of the global economy toward Asia signifi es an important 
shift  in the geography of capitalist accumulation. However, what matters for pov-
erty is not such aggregate movements, but whether such macro shift s indicate 
also a qualitative diff erence in the lives of the poor. If high growth is accompa-
nied by growing rates of inequality, then it may do little to help the acutely poor. 
And, indeed, the evidence does seem to point to the fact that change in the lives 
of the poorest people in South Asia, particularly in India, is occurring margin-
ally, despite two decades of fast growth. India seems to be producing billionaires 
faster than any other country, but it also appears to have more diffi  culty in using 
its newfound resources to get more people out of poverty.

The larger point here about patterns of neoliberal accumulation is that in-
equality seems to be growing in every region of the world. The implications of 
this fact for a reterritorialization of poverty need to be worked out. In the global 
North, the  middle- class is being squeezed out as the distribution of wealth be-
comes more bimodal. At the same time, the real wages of the working classes 
are either stagnant or falling. The disciplinary mechanisms being used against 
immigrants are making their lives and livelihoods even more precarious, and 
the threat of deportations and illegality is forcing their wages down below the 
minimum wage. The result is that the existence of larger groups of people, in-
cluding those formerly in the middle class, is becoming increasingly precari-
ous. Allison (2012, 2013) documents this precariousness for the lives of young, 
 middle- class Japanese men and women, but the phenomenon is not confi ned 
to the downwardly mobile middle classes. It aff ects all non- elite people in the 
global North (Standing 2011).

A very similar process of stratifi cation is occurring in the fast- growing econ-
omies of the global South. New elites are being constituted as incomes rise to 
“global” levels for the upper segments of the income bracket, whereas those 
without skills or education fi nd themselves unable to fi nd employment or par-
ticipate in the benefi ts of growth. The elite are increasingly insulating themselves 
from the hordes outside their gated communities. Children of elites in India, 
for example, go from air- conditioned homes to air- conditioned schools without 
any exposure to the lives of their poorer compatriots. Most rural children, for 
example, have never been in an air- conditioned space and may not even have 
electricity to power lightbulbs to do homework in the evenings (if they are lucky 
enough to be able to go to school).

The old territorial logic held that elites in a country occupy “the same space” 
as their fellow citizens, the space of the  nation- state. I want to argue that, al-
though the space of the  nation- state has not completely been reterritorialized, 
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the experience of elites in a global economy has seen the substantial reterritori-
alization of space. Increasingly, elites in both the global North and global South 
no longer share the “same experience” of spatiality as their poorer geographical 
neighbors. Their experiences of work, travel, shopping, leisure, and consump-
tion are cut off  from their geographically contiguous poorer neighbors, and 
they are conducted in enclave economies and gated spaces that they share with 
other transnational elites. Obviously, this is not true of all such activities, but 
it is increasingly becoming the norm, especially with the rise of such things 
as social media and Internet shopping. In such a situation, we need to rethink 
whether the categories of “global North” and “global South” are adequate to the 
territories of poverty being produced by new regimes of accumulation in the 
global capitalist system.

Poor people’s movements that are global in scope have also arisen in the 
new territories of poverty. The paradigms of poverty inside the  nation- state and 
outside it, implicit in domestic policy and foreign aid respectively, assumed the 
territoriality of the  nation- state and raised the question about the relationship 
between poverty “at home” and poverty “abroad.” As Roy points out so elo-
quently in her introduction, such a formulation opened up the question of the 
relationship between the two, between domestic treatment of poverty here and 
the foreign policy interventions into poverty abroad. Roy underlines the sur-
prising convergences between formulations of the problem of poverty at home 
and the destabilizing eff ects of poverty abroad, convergences that were missed 
because of the academic division between those who study domestic poverty 
and those who study poverty in the global South.

Such a critique makes possible a broader retheorizing of the territories of 
poverty that goes beyond the  boundary- making processes of the  nation- state. 
Poverty is being produced both in the global South and in the global North by 
similar patterns of accumulation that are concentrating wealth in the hands of 
fewer and fewer people, and producing precariousness for the vast majority. Poor 
people all over the world are fi nding it harder to get out of poverty, even when 
they are lucky enough to fi nd employment, because their wages are shrinking or 
stagnant. The  middle- class in the global North is being depopulated, while the 
 middle- class in the global South is growing. Thus, the geographies where wealth 
is being accumulated are shift ing, and a completely diff erent set of people are 
becoming wealthy. In this landscape, the subjects whose lives are to be secured 
against poverty are not the poor themselves, but elites in both the global North 
and the global South who fear that their quality of life will be compromised by 
poverty outside their insulated environments. The perceived threats are every-
where the same: disease vectors, militant uprisings, environmental destruction, 
and unchecked migration. The solutions to these threats are also the same: in-
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creased insulation from poor people in urban environments through security 
barriers; the abandonment of public schooling, housing, medical facilities, trans-
portation, and public spaces; and the pressure on public policy and politicians 
to provide special facilities where the poor will not be welcome.

Conclusion

In this essay, I have made four related arguments. First, that there is much to 
be learned from the forgotten history of the relationship between security and 
poverty from the rich literature on peasant economies. How to secure one’s 
life and livelihood in the face of risk and uncertainty was a central theme in 
this literature and, in neglecting it, the new body of work on human security 
misses out on some important refl ections on the role of communitarian social 
arrangements in mitigating insecurity in social life. Beyond the two options of 
the state and the individual facing the market, lie myriad other forms of social 
organization, and this was recognized in the literature well before Putnam em-
ployed the term “social capital” to describe it. For example, Gandhi’s notion of 
self- suffi  cient village communities was one such idea; workers’ cooperatives in 
diff erent parts of the world mobilized other such visions of combating insecurity.

I next argued that the history of the securitization of poverty precedes 9/11 by 
some time, although both are connected to the Cold War.11 The end of the Cold 
War raised high hopes of a so- called Peace Dividend and the move to “human 
security” was intended to take advantage of that fact. The concept of “human 
security” gained a great degree of traction because it was vague enough that dif-
ferent actors could mobilize projects in its name without agreeing on a meaning. 
Human security also mobilized constituents from the fi elds of security, human 
rights, and development, and thus increased its sphere of infl uence.

Third, I noted that what changed aft er 9/11 was that the human whose security 
was being protected was no longer the poor in the global South beset by un-
certainties in the supply of food, housing, clothing, medical aid, and education. 
Instead, poverty in the global South itself became a threat to the security not only 
of states in the global North, but also to its elite citizens. In a world increasingly 
well connected globally, poverty in the global South was a real threat to the ex-
istence of populations in the global North because of the fears of disease vectors, 
bioterrorism, unchecked immigration, refugees, collapsed states, traffi  cking in 
illegal substances, and so  forth—the list of potential threats is quite long.

Finally, I argued that the reterritorialization of poverty being eff ected by the 
changed geographies of capitalist accumulation in the world today threaten the 
established geographies of “global North” and “global South” as elites in both 
contexts seek to secure themselves against the poor around them. Rising in-
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equality both produces poverty and also creates the threat to the well- being 
of global elites by poverty. Poverty studies, which has yet to make the leap to 
connect “domestic” poverty to poverty abroad, lags far behind in the attempt to 
rethink the territories of poverty.

If poverty is seen primarily as a security threat to global elites, then what 
needs to be done to combat it is quite diff erent from what needs to be done if 
poverty is seen mainly as a problem of basic needs and human development. If 
poverty is seen through the depoliticized lens of “global poverty” discourse and 
is combined with discourses of “human security” in which the security of elites 
in the global North is primary, it makes it less likely that any interventions into 
poverty will make a positive diff erence to the lives of the poor. The new terri-
tories of poverty require a fundamental rethinking of politics, including poor 
peoples’ collective politics, and forms of policy intervention that are feasible 
and desirable.

Notes

1. The phrase “security of the population” evokes Foucault (2007: 87–114), who argues 
that, in Western Europe, state concerns moved from securing territory to population 
in the eighteenth century. Despite Foucault’s claims, the “national security apparatus,” 
consisting of defense intellectuals and others closely allied with the military, continued to 
think of national security primarily in territorial terms. Approaches to security based on 
territory, and those based on the welfare of the population, continue to coexist. Examples 
of this are found in the increased militarization of the U.S.–Mexico border, the continual 
increases in military spending, and, at the same time, the expansion of food aid to poor 
families aft er the recession of 2008 to reach more people than ever before.

2. This is one reason there is a long- established antagonism between the city and the 
country in most agrarian contexts.

3. The 1994 Human Development Report was explicitly addressed to the World Sum-
mit on Social Development in Copenhagen.

4. The hsn (http://www.humansecuritynetwork.org/) now comprises Austria, Can-
ada, Chile, Costa Rica, Greece, Ireland, Jordan, Mali, the Netherlands, Norway, Slovenia, 
South Africa (observer), Switzerland, and Thailand.

5. Büger (2008) calls it a “boundary object” that allows diff erent discourses to be 
mobilized around it.

6. Sachs’s (2005) discussion of poverty, and his solutions to poverty, emphasizes for-
eign aid but manages to sidestep the connection between growing global inequality and 
extreme poverty.

7. I am deliberately using the terms “Third World” and “West” here because I am re-
ferring to historical trends. The terms “global South” and “global North” are of relatively 
recent origin.

8. It is not surprising that Walt Rostow’s (1960) The Stages of Economic Growth is 
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subtitled A Non- Communist Manifesto. Sachs (2005: 215–22) restates this position in an 
almost identical fashion in The End of Poverty.

9. Full details are to be found here: “Robert Strange McNamara,” The World Bank: 
Archives, 2013, http://go.worldbank.org/44v9497h50.

10. The tension between the geographical imagination implicit in the protection of 
citizens of the global North, not all of whom are elite, and the changing geographies 
of capitalism in which elites in the global South are becoming increasingly central has 
created diffi  culties for the discourse on security.

11. The connection between 9/11 and the Cold War is oft en “forgotten” by defense 
intellectuals and mainstream media outlets. The cynical use of “jihadis” against the 
Soviet Union in Afghanistan trained an entire generation of fundamentalist young 
men to use sophisticated weapons, and they were always clear that they regarded the 
United States to be as much of an enemy as the Soviet Union. As has happened so 
oft en in the past, to achieve a  short- term objective, the United States compromised its 
long- term security.
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Paying for Good Behavior
Cash Transfer Policies in the Wild

Jamie Peck and Nik Theodore

Introduction. From Money Doctors to Model Peddlers

The period since the declaration of the Millennium Development Goals has 
been marked by an unprecedented attempt to build, advance, and consolidate 
a new hegemonic front in the globalizing fi eld of  social- assistance policy. Con-
ditional cash transfer (cct) programs have been in the vanguard of this eff ort. 
Oft en styled as a Latin American “invention,” the operational principles and 
programming practices of ccts have been actively coproduced, almost since 
their inception, by the multilateral development agencies and their roving rep-
resentatives. They have since spread throughout South America, and indeed to 
every continent, at a prolifi c rate. In less than a decade, what began as a pair of 
geographically isolated experiments (in Mexico and Brazil) has become estab-
lished, in eff ect, as the default setting for antipoverty reform: “The international 
development community has clearly defi ned ccts as the new norm” (Sugiyama 
2011: 264).

But what Lawrence Aber and Laura Rawlings (2011: 1) describe, writing for 
the World Bank, as the “remarkable global expansion” of ccts has not been 
achieved by way of  heavy- handed coercion; these widely emulated programs 
have been subject to a distinctive form of best- practice contagion, fueled by 
evaluation evidence and guided by expert networks: “ccts have been closely 
studied and well evaluated, creating both a strong evidence base from which 
to inform policy decisions and an active global community of practice.” Clas-
sically modeled on  Progresa- Oportunidades in Mexico, ccts provide modest 
cash assistance to low- income families that play by the rules, “conditioning” 
payments on matrix of  human- capital building behaviors in education, health 
care, and  labor- force attachment. Now found in approaching fi ft y countries, 
ccts have been trumpeted by the Economist (2010: 10) as “the world’s favourite 
anti- poverty device,” while for Nancy Birdsall, president of the Center for Global 
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Development, they are “as close as you can come to a magic bullet” (quoted in 
Dugger 2004: a1).

The cct model encapsulates a new logic of social assistance, transnational 
in reach and quite diff erent from the  welfare- state rationalities of  needs- based 
entitlement and universal coverage, most of which were anchored in national 
citizenship regimes and  nation- state delivery systems: it emphasizes socioeco-
nomic promotion over social protection and long- term  human- capital invest-
ment over temporary relief; it advances notions like reciprocal obligation and 
“co- responsibility” over universal human rights or top- down forms of social 
responsibility; and it inculcates active engagement over passive benefi t receipt, 
an approach captured in the phrase “paying for good behavior.” ccts seek to be 
both pro- poor and pro- market by incentivizing those  human- capital building 
behaviors, like regular school attendance and preventive health care, determined 
to benefi t the children of low- income households. In this regard, ccts not only 
share, but have helped to realize, a programmatic philosophy for globalizing 
 social- assistance initiatives, privileging market “solutions” to entrenched prob-
lems of uneven development, economic dislocation, and social disadvantage 
(see Roy 2010, and introduction to this volume). As such, they borrow concepts 
from behavioral economics and motivational psychology, melding these with 
the pragmatic, best- practice style characteristic of the “new” Washington Con-
sensus, in service of building a postwelfare rationale for “safety net” spending. 
Conditioning cash transfers is the crucial maneuver here, for this transforms 
what might be seen as an ameliorative hand out into an instrumentalist hand 
up, while enabling a form of social targeting actively linked to  human- capital 
investment. According to the World Bank’s logic, “by supporting minimum lev-
els of consumption, helping  credit- constrained poor people to be productive, 
and providing incentives for long- term investments in human capital, safety 
nets have a potentially important role in compensating for the market failures 
that help perpetuate poverty, particularly in high inequality settings” (Aber and 
Rawlings 2011: 4).

The global cct wave has been enabled, bankrolled, and steered by the 
World Bank and its allies in the multilateral community (in concert with 
a small army of policy entrepreneurs, consultants, evaluation scientists, and 
 practitioner- advocates), both through established channels like  policy- based 
lending and, no less consequentially, through the increasingly isomorphic fi elds 
of expert knowledge and technocratic practice. The World Bank, the Inter- 
American Development Bank (iabd), and other multilateral development agen-
cies oft en underwrite the operating costs of cct  programs—this having become, 
in eff ect, their authorized mode of  social- policy  intervention—but they have 
also actively fostered an experimental ethos around these programs, supporting 
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the deployment of randomized control trials and the extensive dissemination of 
 impact- evaluation studies. Echoing the way in which cct programs incentiv-
ize “appropriate” behaviors among poor families, the multilateral development 
agencies have been “paying for good behavior” in policymaking communities 
themselves, insisting that elaborate evaluation strategies must accompany all 
new interventions, and that the policy development process must be rigorously 
evidence based. The macro logic of this  evidence- based approach is one that 
favors incrementalist mutation and technocratic tinkering in the shadow of 
preferred “models.”

The rapid ascendancy and transnational diff usion of ccts call attention to a 
historically distinctive form of “model power,” orchestrated from global centers 
of persuasion, enacted through expert networks, sustained by narratives of best 
practice, and mediated by the rationalistic lore of experimental evaluation. If 
the structural adjustment eff orts of the multilateral agencies during the 1980s 
and 1990s were notable for spawning a new  actor- class of money doctors, the 
subsequent rise of “knowledge bank” functions seems to have given rise to a 
emergent class of model peddlers. In the  structural- adjustment era, “condition-
alities” referred to those notoriously blunt fi nancial instruments that compelled 
debt- stricken countries to follow the neoliberal macroeconomic policy advice of 
the Washington Consensus agencies; today, this same term, endowed with new 
microsocial meanings, is more likely to be invoked as an ostensibly benign prin-
ciple of  social- policy design. The rise of ccts, in this sense, may refl ect a shift  to 
new registers of transnational power and  infl uence—favoring technocratic per-
suasion over fi nancial coercion, and  evidence- based learning and experimental 
incrementalism over systemic reform and “shock treatment.”

But there are continuities here as well. Both structural adjustment and the 
emergent modalities of model power can be seen as expressions of policymaking 
hubris, and both have their limits. The structural adjustment programs pursued 
by the imf and World Bank were undeniably associated with transformative 
social, economic, and institutional eff ects, but they did not simply remake the 
world in their own image (see Mosley, Harrigan, and Toye 1995; Stiglitz 2002); 
multilaterally sanctioned policy models may likewise display a global reach, 
shaping the coordinates (and sometimes providing the currency) for policy de-
bates in contexts far and wide, but this should not be taken to mean that they are 
drivers of some  quasi- automated form of policymaking predetermination and 
unilateral global convergence. Despite appearances to the contrary, this is most 
certainly not a realm of technocratic certainty. The reach of global policy models 
continues to exceed their grasp; “in the wild” they have mutated in some sur-
prising ways, speaking to the limits of multilateral power as well as its potency. 
Furthermore, the fact that they are oft en incubated and propagated under crisis 
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conditions means that dreams of  friction- free,  paradigm- affi  rming evolution-
ary reproduction are routinely frustrated, while unruly and  paradigm- bending 
mutations are also commonplace. The ascendancy of global policy models, 
like ccts, should therefore not be read as a prelude to the establishment of 
a  social- policy monoculture on a planetary scale, but it arguably does call at-
tention to new terrains and registers of policy formation, transformation, and 
contestation.

In this respect, the cct phenomenon also calls attention to emerging spa-
tialities of (social) policymaking, which are being shaped simultaneously by 
multilateral agencies and cosmopolitan networks, by national reformers (re)
positioning their (globally self- conscious) interventions on the shift ing terrain 
of “experimentality,” and by a host of local agencies, activists, and advocates, mo-
bilizing around (and against) what have become proving grounds and testbeds 
for system change (Peck and Theodore 2015). With reference to the transnational 
travels and translations of cct models, this chapter explores some of the theoret-
ical implications of these emergent forms of fast- policy mobility and mutation. 
It begins with a consideration of the nature of model power in this fast- moving 
fi eld of policy development, examining how the cct model was made and mo-
bilized, before turning to the question of the less- than- ruly mutations of this 
model “in the wild,” across and beyond Latin America.

Model Power

What makes a policy model a model, as opposed to a promising experiment or 
indeed a humble case? The word “model” is itself appropriately polysemic, but 
in a manner that directs attention to some of the ways in which policy models 
are understood, how they function, and what eff ects they (are assumed to) have. 
The Oxford English Dictionary lists defi nitions of “model,” several of which can 
be considered apt.1 First, in its most elemental sense, a model is a “representation 
of structure,” sometimes a “set of designs (plans, elevations, sections, etc.) for a 
projected building or other structure.” It refers, in this respect, to a set of constit-
uent relations of a functioning system, which by implication possesses a certain 
mutual coherence or internal logic (as a potentially free- standing structure). The 
thing “holds up.” But it is also a projection, a design, a plan. The word denotes 
not only some original construction (structure); it explicitly signals the poten-
tial (indeed desire for) reconstruction on another site. And it is here that the 
notion of a model as a physical structure comprising interlocking components 
blends with the more abstract meaning of the term. In the OED’s words, a model 
can also be “a simplifi ed or idealized description or conception of a particular 
system, situation, or process . . . that is put forward as a basis for theoretical 
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or empirical understanding, or for calculations, predictions, etc.; a conceptual 
or mental representation of something.” (Here, the model takes the form of a 
theoretical projection, a rendering of an idealized vision, or more formally, an 
axiomatic system.) Policy models echo these meanings in their invocation of 
coherent, functional designs, designs that are readily stylized and systematized, 
but oft en also idealized. They stand in as codifi ed representations of working 
models, comprising logically interrelated components and usually resting on 
some proof of concept in an original form or location.

Second, it follows that a model is not only a logically coherent system, but 
an aspirational projection of that system. Received models combine an in situ 
logic with a claim to ex situ salience. Models, in other words, are jointly con-
stituted through internal features and external referents; their inside presumes 
and indeed works on an outside: the presence of a model implies a hinterland 
of infl uence, a following audience, a fi eld of reception. And here, the term abuts 
an additional set of meanings, where “model” designates “an object of [or pat-
tern for] imitation,” which for the OED signifi es “a person, or a work, that is 
proposed or adopted for imitation.” This defi nition, of course, implies worth 
(indeed positive valuation), in the sense of “a person or thing eminently worthy 
of imitation; a perfect exemplar of some excellence.” Oft en the object of a distant, 
admiring gaze, a model will seek and fi nd attention, but rather like in its catwalk 
manifestations may display qualities beyond the realistic reach of the onlooking 
population. (The “person employed to wear clothes for display” is of course 
hired, presented, and paraded for this express purpose.) The model, in other 
words, should be without fl aws; it should be close to perfection. Policy models, 
too, are objects of desire, and they are fundamentally relational constructions in 
the sense that the path to recognized model status implies the enrolment of an 
(approving and aspirational) audience and the designation of a space of projec-
tion. The policy model not only demands attention but commands admiration; 
it is looked (up) to as a source of inspiration, even if absolute replication is 
understood to be practically unattainable.

Finally, the word “model” is associated with more specialized meanings that 
also resonate with the notion of a policy model. In evolutionary biology, “model” 
denotes a condition of “mimetic resemblance,” referring to similarities in behav-
ior, scent, or appearance between  species—usually acquired for self- defense or 
mutual  protection—on the part of inhabitants of similar locations. These forms 
of mimicry can be defensive (as in the case of camoufl age), or in some instances 
more aggressive (where the imitative deception refl ects ulterior motives). For 
model followers, there is some safety in the policymaking crowd, as well, in the 
sense that a degree of (political) risk oft en attends to the status of an outlier; 
support and sustenance derives from being part of a fashionable “movement,” 
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especially one with the imprimatur of experts, which is deemed to be a “best” 
practice or an intervention located at the leading edge of reform. It is typical 
for “original” policy models to be celebrated for their  convention- challenging 
boldness (as institutional fi rst movers), while following such a model actually 
attenuates the degree of risk and uncertainty for downstream adopters (who can 
learn lessons, borrow legitimacy, and maybe even share the limelight). A second 
more technical meaning of model originates from social psychology, where it 
refers to a particular form of “imitative behavior,” particularly where the model 
in question is associated with rewards, which experimental studies have linked 
to the adoption of patterns of desired imitative behavior. Those policies that 
seek to govern provident and desired forms of conduct, especially in potentially 
unruly populations, may indeed model that conduct through signaling, sanc-
tions, or incentives, pairing an idealized design with a strategy for engineering 
behavioral modifi cation.

The “behavioral turn” in antipoverty policymaking, epitomized by ccts, self- 
consciously operates in this spirit (Aber and Rawlings 2011), sharing with behav-
ioral economics and motivational psychology a predilection for experimental 
program designs, the rigorous testing of  stimulus- response relationships, and 
the deployment of  quasi- clinical trials.2 There is a corresponding deference to 
the most pristine of experiments and meticulously documented test cases, the 
integrity of which is taken as a prerequisite for “scaling up”  social- protection 
programs (see  Moreno- Dodson 2005; Steele, Fernando, and Weddikkara 
2008). The aura of scientism that pervades these performative expressions of 
 evidence- based policymaking reciprocally secures the expert status of model 
architects, advocates, and evaluators, underpinning those knowledge claims 
that are made on the basis of (measurable) effi  ciency, eff ectiveness, impact, and 
reproducibility. But fi rst a model must be stabilized, and conditions appropriate 
not only for its (local) existence but for its extralocal salience must be secured. 
Here, the story of the origins and spread of ccts itself stands as something of 
a model.

It is no exaggeration to say that Mexico’s cct program (Progresa, as it was 
originally called) was born as a model. But the “iconic” status that it would 
eventually achieve, to borrow the World Bank’s munifi cent phrase (Fiszbein 
et al. 2009: 36), would need to be secured through a combination of astute tech-
nocratic design and enduring political will. The case for radical reform of the 
Mexican  social- assistance system was pressed in the midst of the peso crisis of 
1994–95, when it was championed by Santiago Levy (a U.S.- trained economist 
and senior offi  cial in the ministry of fi nance, previously a World Bank consultant 
on poverty issues) and José Gómez de León (a demographer, director of the 
National Population Council, and confi dant of then- president Ernesto Zedillo). 
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Fulsome reconstructions of the rationale, justifi cation, and decisive steps that 
were taken to build and secure Mexico’s pioneering cct program have since 
been published by Levy. Levy’s (2006) book, Progress against poverty, is eff ec-
tively presented as a  model- making manual. Here, three (pre)conditions are 
held to have been decisive: fi rst, the entire approach was (presented as) rooted 
in a reading of recent “analytical advances” concerning the multidimensional 
determinants of poverty that had been achieved by economists, sociologists, and 
nutritionists, which provided the “analytical backbone” for Progresa, including 
the management of risk aversion, the containment of dependency, and the active 
engagement of benefi ciaries—all rendered in technical terms; second, deliberate 
attention was paid to the “lessons” from previous Mexican experiences, most 
of which were deemed to be negative (inadequate targeting of extreme poverty, 
ineffi  ciencies associated with the use of food subsidies, proneness to bureau-
cratic corruption and political manipulation, even though evidence for the latter 
was not only unscientifi c but “subjective”); and third, those involved knowingly 
“use[d] the crisis as a motivation for change,” as an opportunity for systemic 
reform, sold as a single, bold leap to world best practice, and designed to bring 
costs under control in anticipation of long- run budgetary pressure (Levy 2006: 
10, 14, 15).

On Levy’s (2006: 13–14) telling, the refi nement of a rigorous conceptual defi -
nition of the cct model preceded not only practical but even political consid-
erations:

[The] challenge . . . was to bring academic researchers’ analytical insights and 
[an] individual nation’s best practices together in a unifi ed conceptual framework 
in order to incorporate that knowledge systematically in the design of the pov-
erty program . . . While the economic crisis created the immediate motivation 
for  change—and the beginning of a new administration naturally created a po-
litical climate that facilitated  change—the accumulation of empirical evidence, 
administrative experience, and analytical arguments was fundamental in gradually 
persuading the members of the Cabinet to make substantive adjustments to the 
existing food subsidy and related poverty programs.

This amounted to an extreme form of technocratic policymaking, prosecuted 
in the teeth of opposition not only from  civil- society groups but also from the 
leadership of the government’s own  social- policy ministry (Teichman 2008, 
2009). Exaggerated faith was placed in the kind of economistic technosci-
ence favored by the World Bank, for whom Levy had worked as a professional 
 economist- cum- policy analyst, an organization later credited for “generously 
provid[ing] technical advice” during the design, piloting, and startup phases of 
the program (Levy 2006: 114). Crucially, however, the involvement of the multi-
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lateral development agencies (in particular, the World Bank and the iadb), while 
formative, was not to be rendered politically legible in the form of a  large- scale 
loan, notwithstanding the severe fi nancial pressures under which the Mexican 
government was operating at the time. In an instance of  mandarin- class bu-
reaucratic understatement, Levy (2006: 114) would later explain that “it was 
not deemed convenient to obtain international funding for the program [in] 
1996–97 [because] such fi nancing would have added yet one more controversial 
aspect to what was already a fairly signifi cant change in poverty policy, perhaps 
giving the impression that the program was the result of a mandate or an adjust-
ment program agreed upon with international fi nancial institutions” (see also 
Teichman 2007; Dion 2010).

This said, Progresa was in many respects a World Bank/iadb–style project in 
all but name, since in its rationale and design the program refl ected ascendant 
currents in expert opinion across the multilateral agencies, albeit mostly at the 
level of conceptual principle rather than actually existing practice. In as far as 
Progresa really was a bold experiment, this was because it sought to capture, 
and then to act decisively on, a  still- emergent expert  consensus—what might be 
called “pre- best practice.” Retrospective accounts, however, continue to position 
the experiment out in front of global best practice, which not coincidentally 
confers leadership status on an inner circle of elite  decision- makers in Mexico 
City. According to one of those closely involved,

[The Progresa] proposal was received with great skepticism and opposition by 
some Mexican policy makers as well as by international agencies. In Mexico, some 
policy makers saw the proposal as a “neo- liberal attempt to eliminate subsidies for 
the poor” and as “an imposition by international agencies.” Political parties were 
concerned about a federal program that would “give out money,” presumably with 
electoral and political motives. International agencies thought it operationally and 
politically unfeasible. (Rodriguez 2008: 288)

The international agencies, one can perhaps conclude, did not, however, fi nd the 
Progresa proposal to be conceptually incoherent. Its  model- like rationality would 
not have been questioned by policy experts in Washington, D.C., and indeed, 
the robustness of this  rationality—that “analytical backbone”—was the basis 
on which the audacious experiment was defended during the protracted debate 
in Mexico City around the program’s rationale (Levy 2006; Rodriguez 2008).

A key strategy of those championing Progresa had been to focus “discussions 
as much as possible on objective and technical elements,” bringing in “well- 
known national and international experts” to bolster the case for controversial 
aspects of the plan, in order to technocratically settle matters “where there had 
been diff erences of opinion” (Rodriguez 2008: 297). Decisively, it would later 
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transpire, a  state- of- the- art evaluation was built into the program at the design 
stage, based on a randomized  control- group methodology and managed by the 
well- regarded Washington, D.C., evaluation house the International Food Policy 
Research Institute, or ifpri (see Adato and Hoddinott 2010).  Program- design 
components, such as the development of an index of marginality and the spec-
ifi cation of targeting and (random) assignment procedures were designed and 
enacted with nothing short of scientifi c rigor, even as “critics, particularly leaders 
of civil society organizations, expressed moral revulsion at a program evaluation 
process that involved the use of a control group (10 million Mexicans) who re-
ceived no Progresa support [on the basis of a purely statistical rationale, so that 
their] progress could be compared with those who did” (Teichman 2009: 79). 
The denial of aid to millions of the rural poor in the midst of a macroeconomic 
crisis, whose extreme poverty had been meticulously verifi ed as a prelude to 
assignment to the off - program control group, was deemed a price worth paying, 
evidently, “to test whether the design hypothesis was correct . . . to quantify the 
impacts of the programme [and] to determine whether design guidelines were 
being followed and identify if observed outcomes were attributable to imple-
mentation or design aspects” (Rodriguez 2008: 293). However, this apparent 
violation of the principle of  equipoise—the axiom that populations should not 
be denied access to benefi cial interventions for the purposes of research, an 
ethical litmus test for approving randomized trials on populations in need (see 
Kukla 2007)—seems to have raised few, if any, red fl ags from the multilateral 
development agencies, which began vigorously promoting this approach to the 
evaluation and de facto authorization of  social- protection programs.

Some would no doubt argue that the greater good was in fact served, since 
the fi rst results of the ifpri  evaluation—which were interpreted in largely pos-
itive  terms—became available on the eve of the transition from the presidency 
of Zedillo to that of Vicente Fox in 2000. The newly elected President Fox was 
persuaded (by Santiago Levy, whose services he was to retain) not only to pre-
serve the program, but to expand it. Rebranded as Oportunidades, what would 
become the country’s fl agship social program was extended to cities and other 
rural regions, eventually reaching one- fourth of the Mexican population and 
becoming a celebrated test case- cum- lesson for “scaling up success” (Cohen 
and Easterly, 2009; undp, 2011). The iadb initiated  large- scale funding for the 
expanded program in 2001, which was soon the object of lavish praise in nearly 
every quarter of the multilateral policy community:

[I]n July 2003 an important event took place in Mexico City. In the presence of 
President Fox, the media, and policymakers from Latin America, the president of 
the Inter- American Development Bank, the vice president for Latin America of the 
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World Bank, and the Secretary General of the United Nations Economic Commis-
sion for Latin America [all] recognized the importance of  Progresa- Oportunidades 
in alleviating poverty in Mexico and called the program a valuable model for other 
countries. (Levy 2006: 113)

When James Wolfensohn fi nished his term as president of the World Bank, in 
July 2006, one of his fi rst acts as eponymous head of the Brookings Institution’s 
new Wolfensohn Center for Development was to commission Santiago Levy to 
write the defi nitive account of the Progresa/Oportunidades story. In the fore-
word to Levy’s book, Wolfensohn (2006: vii) rather  generously—but certainly 
not  innocently—chose to characterize the Mexican cct as a “homegrown [pro-
gram], based on solid economic and social analysis,” indeed one based on an 
arrestingly “simple idea,” generously (but again not innocently) credited to Levy 
himself. Wolfensohn’s (2006: ix–x) hope was that “this volume can serve . . . as 
a model of eff ective design of  large- scale sustainable poverty reduction pro-
grams,” since the Progresa/Oportunidades story amply demonstrated that “in 
addition to the technical aspects of a poverty program, institutional elements that 
can ensure adequate scale and continuity are equally indispensable for eff ective 
poverty alleviation” (emphasis added). As an experiment that worked, the Mex-
ican experience stood as a shining example of rigorous model building, with 
a purpose. The scientifi c rationales and rigorous evaluations that had defi ned 
this experiment, and which have since sustained it through several transfers 
of presidential power, were the means to an end of a form of technocratic (re)
production eff ectively “insulated” from politics (see Teichman 2008). At the 
same time, such models enact a form of high politics. As Paul Romer (2009: 127) 
has bluntly stated, the “motivation for the [Progresa] evaluation was political, 
not scientifi c.”

Unruly Mutations

“The widespread distribution of published reports of progresa’s outcomes,” 
Sugiyama (2011: 254) notes, “furthered the notion that Mexico had developed a 
model social program.” The model had apparently found its moment. But noth-
ing about this was accidental, of course. The iabd had discreetly funded ifpri’s 
evaluation work on Progresa, further cementing close relationships between 
the project’s technocratic leadership and the bank (Teichman 2007), and the 
evaluation itself had been addressed as much to external audiences as to internal 
policymaking constituencies. Even though the ifpri team relocated to Mexico 
for three years to manage the project (which far from a  third- party evaluation 
entailed the co- manangement of the design and rollout of the program, in order 
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to satisfy the  randomized- control methodology), the fi rst presentation of the 
evaluation results took place not in Mexico City, but in Washington, D.C.

Little wonder, then, that Aber and Rawlings (2011) call attention to the as-
cendancy of  evaluation- driven and  evidence- based  policymaking—especially 
involving randomized  trials—as one of three decisive factors behind the glo-
balization of ccts. Long maligned as “gray” literature, destined for the back 
drawers of ministry fi ling cabinets, evaluation research has been propelled from 
the shadows to the spotlight, emerging as a signifi cant  model- building arena in 
its own right. Positive evaluation results, especially where these meet the stern 
tests of statistical validity, have become an international currency of sorts for 
model builders and peddlers. A model “story” articulated only through (oft en 
self- interested) narratives is easily dismissed as merely anecdotal or a form of 
special pleading; if a compelling story can be combined with the hard science 
of  randomized- trial evidence, it has a chance of gaining real credibility and 
traction. Progresa’s  state- of- the- art evaluation not only secured the program’s 
longevity (especially at the vulnerable moment when the incoming Fox admin-
istration had both a clear mandate and a presentational need to break with the 
Zedillo inheritance), it eff ectively secured international- model status for the re-
badged Oportunidades program, which was (re)born as a validated best practice.

Randomized- control trials have rapidly become the “gold standard” of pro-
gram evaluation in the fi eld of social protection. By randomizing participation, 
evaluators seek to minimize selection bias within a target population, allowing 
causal variables and their eff ects to be isolated and measured. As ifpri and 
World Bank researchers explain, “Program evaluation of this kind serves several 
functions: it determines with confi dence the eff ectiveness of program design and 
the effi  ciency of the investment, it identifi es design and implementation issues 
requiring change or improvement, and it illuminates how people understand 
and react to the program, including, for example why benefi ciaries do or do not 
respond to program incentives” (Maluccio, Adato, and Skoufi as 2010: 26). Ran-
domized control trials, in other words, are thought to be especially well suited 
for evaluating programs aimed at achieving behavioral modifi cations among 
a target population. Through randomized experiments, the “nudge” that cct 
programs provide to the poor through the enforcement of conditionalities can 
be precisely quantifi ed, allowing these technocratic instruments of persuasion 
to be fi ne- tuned, and the return on  social- protection “investments” to be closely 
calculated.

This kind of experimental design was literally embedded into  Progresa- 
Oportunidades, initially as a way to insulate the program from the threat of 
political “interference.” (Note that this maneuver positions the imperatives of 
 social- policy technoscience “above” domestic politics.) Its  longer- term impact, 
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though, has been to propel the program into the center of international debates 
over social protection, while also contributing to the “culture of evaluation” 
that has enveloped the design and implementation of ccts worldwide (Fiszbein 
et al. 2009: 94–5). Aber and Rawlings (2011: 7, 10) state that ccts “are now argu-
ably the best evaluated development initiative in the Global South,” their rapid 
global spread having been “fueled by [the] compelling design features [of the 
paradigmatic programs], their promising evaluation results and the emphasis 
on knowledge sharing within the cct and welfare reform community. This 
experience provides an example of the speed with which innovation can be 
adopted and scaled up, following a dynamic demonstration eff ect, with a solid 
grounding in evidence.” However, even as it has served to accelerate the rate of 
adoption of cct programs by low-  and  moderate- income countries, the use of 
 randomized- control trials in the real- world “laboratory” of antipoverty poli-
cymaking imposes both direction and limits on the nature and scope of policy 
experimentation. The ethics of constituting a control group in the context of an 
antipoverty development initiative aside, experimental evaluation design is an 
exceedingly costly approach to program assessment. As  randomized- control 
trials have become the common currency in international policy debates, their 
high implementation costs impose implicit entry barriers for participation in 
the global  social- protection debate. Since it costs, in eff ect, several million dol-
lars to ask a question using a randomized control trial methodology, only the 
institutions with the deepest pockets get to determine the questions. This creates 
a macro selection bias in favor of orthodox lines of policy development. Eval-
uations without a signifi cant  experimental- design component are also prone 
to be treated as “soft er” and “less scientifi c,” being seen as subject to political 
manipulation or overselling, and suspect in terms of innate evaluative rigor. 
Those programs that have been evaluated using  randomized- control proce-
dures, on the other hand, are enthusiastically promoted to external audiences 
by the multilateral development agencies and leading evaluation houses, as 
best- practice models with papers. This establishes, populates, and incentivizes 
a fi eld of immutable  social- policy models, accredited traveling truths, the most 
potent of which cut path- dependent trajectories through emerging hinterlands 
of emulation. Through such means, local experiments are transformed into 
models capable of acting on the world. Such processes of expert isomorphism, 
realized in this case largely through the medium of randomized trials, has dy-
namized, structured, and circumscribed the debate over cash- transfer program 
models. Experimental evaluation designs seek to measure the effi  cacy of spe-
cifi c programmatic components, literally testing the properties of the model, 
in  laboratory- like or near  closed- system conditions, where these eff ects can be 
(supposedly) isolated from exogenous factors. This creates incentives for pol-
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icymakers to focus instrumentally on those  program- design elements that are 
suitable for experimental manipulation, such as targeting formulas, delivery 
mechanisms, treatment dosages, outreach methods, and the like, channeling 
policy development along pathways of incremental adjustment within a “design 
universe” (pre)structured by  fi rst- mover models. Not only does this tend to nat-
uralize certain forms (and directions) of technocratic reproduction, it further 
contributes to the sense that the “big questions” concerning the philosophy 
and design of cct programs are fi rmly settled. Searching questions regarding 
the effi  cacy and ethics of conditionality, for example, as a central and necessary 
feature of  social- protection programs, are systemically bracketed out. Failing 
that, they can become eff ectively smothered (or forgotten) in relation to what 
can rapidly become dominant patterns of global practice. This very much de-
scribes the way in which ccts made their rapid transition from local model 
to global norm, with evaluation results accrediting their “success,” and their 
defi ning components (means testing, social targeting, and strict conditionality) 
rendered amenable for replication.

If the rise of evaluation science is the fi rst driver of transformation in 
 social- welfare policy identifi ed by Aber and Rawlings (2011), the second concerns 
the use of incentives in program design, a trend that refl ects both the behavioral 
turn in economic thinking and the political embrace of approaches that “respon-
sibilize” the poor. And just as the behavioral turn has played a part in unifying 
economic theory, breaking down—in tandem with neoliberalization—some of 
the old distinctions between a “mainstream” economics ostensibly applicable in 
the Global North and “development” economics for the South (Naím 2000), so 
too have the policymaking boundaries between diff erent “welfare worlds” (cf. 
 Esping- Andersen 1990) become increasingly porous, as policy discourses and 
debates associated with the Global North and South have become increasingly 
interrelated, combined, and mutually referential. So it has become increasingly 
common to position developments in, say, U.S. social and  labor- market policy 
(like the transition to the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families program 
or the rise of Earned Income Tax Credits) as part of the same “movement” 
as ccts, with the Latin American experiments assuming the vanguard, as a 
moderately disruptive technology. The unifying “focus on a ‘hand- up and not a 
hand- out’ has broad political appeal,” note Aber and Rawlings (2011: 5), one that 
has “crossed traditional party lines and is refl ected in political discussions and 
popular debate in both the North and South calling for an emphasis on work, 
on investing in human capital, on temporary assistance and on co- responsibility 
between the state and its citizens.”

Not coincidentally, such interventions also invoke, hail, and work on an os-
tensibly universal economic subject, a rational actor duly enabled to act on her 
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own to escape poverty once appropriate adjustments have been made to the 
structure of opportunity costs, the patterning of incentives, and the calibration 
of risks and rewards. Among the notable features of the rise of ccts, in this con-
text, has been a certain leveling of the experimental playing fi eld, as the global 
South is reimagined as a potential site of positive programming lessons and 
not simply as a location of wicked problems or a “receiving region” for made- 
in- Washington solutions. The agencies of the Washington Consensus remain 
deeply involved, of course, but in a situation in which the hubris of unilateral 
imposition has given way to a more facilitative posture, one that emphasizes the 
coproduction of expertise with governmental and nongovernmental actors in 
the South, the enabling of “horizontal” learning across sites and policy fi elds, and 
studied deference to well- documented impact evaluations and evidence of “what 
works.” In this era of (supposedly) “pro- poor” policymaking, moreover, the lan-
guage of the incentives paradigm yields obvious presentational advantages: what 
defi nes  incentive- based programs like ccts is that they pay for good behavior, 
in contrast to the negative undertones of  workfare- style programs (with their 
penalties or “sanctions” for “noncompliance”). This said, both negative sanctions 
and positive incentives work on a behavioralist “defi ciency model” of the poor, 
since both seek to adjust inappropriate behaviors (dependency, underinvestment 
in schooling, poor hygiene, etc.) in order to mold more productive and more 
responsible subjects. ccts, though, represent the positive side of this coin.

The third driver of transformation in globalizing social policy identifi ed 
by Aber and Rawlings (2011) is the shift  in policy thinking toward approaches 
focused on human capital. This involves what they portray as a historic recon-
ciliation of the imperatives of humanitarian aid and  short- term assistance on 
the one hand, with the goals of long- term economic growth on the other. ccts 
are held to achieve this by fusing cash assistance with  future- oriented invest-
ments in the children of the poor (see Jenson 2010). It is recognized that “ccts 
are highly ambitious,” seeking as they do to “foster human capital accumulation 
among the young as a means to breaking the  inter- generational cycle of pov-
erty” (Aber and Rawlings 2011: 6), conceptualizing this as a multidimensional 
problem and endeavoring to mobilize positive synergies between education, 
nutrition, and health. With their distinctive emphasis on experimental practice, 
however, ccts are credited with “pushing the boundaries of new thinking,” as 
a programming technology positioned at “the threshold of the global policy 
debate” (Aber and Rawlings 2011: 7, 1). These boundaries are being pushed in 
such a way, however, as to consolidate new  social- policy orthodoxies, certainly 
not to upend them.

ccts, in this respect, can be seen as carriers of a new policy rationality, one 
that is continuously in the making in the style of an emergent form of deliber-
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ative technocracy. They not only encapsulate the “new thinking” on  safety- net 
policy (see Table 1), which emphasizes social promotion over social protection, 
responsibilities over rights, and long- term investment over  short- term amelio-
ration, but they proactively substantiate an aspirational project that remains 
on the threshold of realization. This means that while the new generation of 
 social- policy programs are globally diff used technologies, they are far from ma-
ture technologies. It is here, for all the uninterrupted soft  sell of the best- practice 
industry, for all the debilitating barriers to entry and selection biases created by 
the “big science” evaluation regime, for all this  paradigm- building momentum, 
unscripted surprises continue to occur, new mutations appear in the wild, and 
alternative or vernacular models fi nd their way into the limelight.

 In its multiple roles as a funder, evaluator, and technical assistance provider, 
the World Bank has been directly engaged the purposeful pump- priming and 
rapid diff usion of this model of social protection, and it has been intimately 
involved in not only steering the course but managing the population of cct 
experiments. In supporting cct experiments in approximately forty countries, 
including providing $5.4 billion since fy 2001 for the development and scaling 
up of  thirty- nine cct initiatives in  twenty- two nations (Grosh 2011), the World 
Bank is positioned as the de facto principal global broker of cct “best practice,” 
even as (for understandable ideological reasons) this is typically represented in 
terms of an enabling, facilitating or clearinghouse function. In this role as an 
especially proactive intermediator, the bank not only fi nances preferred lines 
of policy experimentation, it hosts international conferences; it bankrolls prac-
titioner networks such as the South- to- South learning network, the “Interna-
tional cct Community of Practice,” and others for midlevel and senior program 
managers; and it has published countless programming briefs, technical reports, 

Table 1. Conceptions of social assistance, before and aft er ccts

Temporality Philosophy Tools Barriers Goals

Welfare Assistance 
in times 
of need

Entitlement: 
social 
responsibility 
for the poor; 
“handouts”

Entitlement-
based 
transfers

Dependency 
culture

Poverty 
alleviation; 
social 
redistribution

Postwelfare Activation 
through 
targeted 
interventions

Reciprocity: 
partnership 
with the poor; 
“hand up”

Incentive-
based 
transfers

Access to 
information, 
incentives

Exits from 
poverty, 
economic 
growth and 
human 
capital

Source: developed from Aber and Rawlings (2011)
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policy presentations, and blog posts advising governments on matters pertaining 
to cct policy design, implementation, and evaluation.

Across these many channels, the World Bank’s policy advice has tended to 
coagulate around three poles of cct practice, which eff ectively defi ne the pre-
approved reform universe as well as the fi eld of experimentation with ccts: 
First (and foremost) the Mexican Oportunidades program, with its sophisticated 
targeting mechanisms, reliance on unambiguous conditionalities, and inbuilt 
evaluation infrastructure; second, the newer and relatively  small- scale Chile 
Solidario program, which provides time- limited, highly targeted, and intensive 
interventions that are strictly contracted and closely managed by social workers; 
and third, Brazil’s Bolsa Familia, which despite being the largest cct program 
in the world credited for measurable reductions in both poverty and economic 
inequality, has a rather more questionable  reputation—in orthodox  circles—for 
having adopted a “soft er” approach to conditionalities and targeting. World Bank 
researchers summarize these merits of these three ccts as follows:

What really makes Mexico’s program iconic is the successive waves of data col-
lected to evaluate its impact, the placement of these data in the public domain, and 
the hundreds of papers and thousands of references to them that this easy access 
has generated. . . . Brazil’s cct provides something of an interesting contrast to the 
Mexican case in various respects. [It] takes a soft er, more gradual tack on condi-
tions [and] puts a shade more emphasis on redistribution than on human capital 
formation. Also, unlike the Mexican program, the Brazilian programs did not 
explicitly incorporate impact evaluations in their design. . . . Chile Solidario . . . 
diff ers notably from classic cct programs by customizing its conditions. Fami-
lies initially work intensely with social workers to understand actions that could 
help them get out of extreme poverty, and then they commit to action plans that 
become the  household- specifi c conditions of the benefi t. . . . Chile Solidario is 
thus far a model unto itself, although other programs are moving to emulate it to 
a degree (Fiszbein et al. 2009: 36–9).

Not quite seen as a distinct model in and of itself, Bolsa Familia is typically 
positioned in the awkward space alongside Oportunidades and Chile Solidario, 
two “model programs” that stress strong conditionalities and social obligations, 
and that are most frequently presented as appropriate for emulation. In a sense, 
Bolsa Familia is too large to ignore, but the paucity of offi  cially sanctioned eval-
uation evidence, the decentralized administration of the program, and what 
is seen as a “loose” approach to conditionalities combine to deny the program 
 favored- model status in World Bank circles. The bank’s defi nitive report on 
Bolsa Familia aptly travels under the unassuming title of The Nuts and Bolts of 
Brazil’s Bolsa Familia Program (Lindert et al. 2007). As a leading fi gure on the 
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international cct evaluation scene later refl ected, “Nuts and bolts was kind of 
self- eff acing. ‘We’re just putting the thing together, and this is how it basically 
works.’ There was no Model,  capital- M, selling of it.”3 Crucially, what the Brazil-
ian government chose to do with their “non- model” would depart from World 
Bank orthodoxy on the defi nitive terrain of conditionalities. In Brazil the fi rst 
C of ccts has a rather diff erent meaning: a member of the World Bank team in 
Brasilia explained it this way, “[here], the poor are poor because of a historical 
process of social exclusion, and we owe them a debt. That’s fundamental in 
Brazilian thinking: they have citizens’ rights [but] have not always had access to 
those rights, and we have to pay this debt back to the poor. . . . Their view is . . . 
if I have a child not attending school [but on the] program, are we going to take 
it [the allowance] away? Is my fi rst response a penalty or a punishment? No, our 
response should be to go and investigate, to use it as a fl ag—use it as a fl ag for 
more care. For them, they would say that the C, as in cct, is for care. [The idea 
is] not condition right away, it’s not a contract right away.”4

While it may not meet with the approval of World Bank  economist- evaluators, 
Brazil’s approach of combining soft  conditionalities with social rights has res-
onated with program planners in sub- Saharan Africa, where large segments of 
the population live in abject poverty and where service delivery systems are, by 
and large, inadequate. Here, capacities for targeting and monitoring are likewise 
underdeveloped. Correspondingly, cct programs do not stress conditional-
ities—partly out of choice, partly out of  necessity—and there typically is no 
penalty for noncompliance (Garcia and Moore 2012). Across Africa’s emerging 
cct frontier, the centralized and tightly managed Oportunidades program has 
notably less traction. Instead, Brazil has proved to be a source of more prosaic 
and practical lessons, as well as a diff erent kind of model for what might evolve 
into less conditional,  rights- based ccts. In this vein, Guy Standing (2008: 18) 
argues, “Even in Latin America, the desirability of the extensive conditionality 
imposed by [ccts] has been called into question, which may prompt policymak-
ers to conclude that a move towards less conditionality would be a more effi  cient 
and equitable way to go. The complexity of requiring potential benefi ciaries to 
prove they are poor and vulnerable, and to demonstrate regular attendance at 
schools and clinics . . . is surely off - putting for people cowed by poverty and 
chronic insecurity.” As a relatively late adopter of ccts, Africa could potentially 
be a proving ground for alternative approaches, approaches that are not simply 
“suboptimal” in relation to the preferred models from Latin America, but which 
eff ectively redefi ne cash- transfer practice en route (see Ferguson, 2010).

Faced with extraordinarily high levels of poverty and social distress, a coa-
lition of civil society organizations in Namibia sought to develop an alternative 
model of social protection centered on unconditional cash transfers. Akin to 
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citizen’s income, Basic Income Grants (big) of 100 Namibian dollars ($11.90 
U.S.) per month were disbursed to all residents of the settlement of Otjivero 
where unemployment exceeds 70 percent and more than four in ten children are 
malnourished (Krahe 2009). While a randomized trial was ruled out as “ethically 
problematic,” a nonrandomized evaluation of the two- year big pilot nevertheless 
revealed promising results: malnutrition plummeted, school attendance and 
 health- clinic visits rose, and residents increasingly sought employment opportu-
nities in outlying  areas—outcomes that were achieved without the requirements 
imposed by conditionalities.5 Yet the fi ndings from this program have garnered 
little attention from the World Bank or other multilateral development agencies, 
and the Namibian program remains something of an anomaly, if not an ideolog-
ical orphan, in international debates regarding the future of  social- protection 
policy. The big stands as a case of largely unrequited model building, the relative 
isolation of which stems not from inferior performance but because it challenges 
the expert consensus in cash- transfer policy, which remains rooted in techno-
cratic approaches to policy design predicated on  means- testing, targeting, and, 
of course, conditionalities.

Countercultural experiments in unconditional cash transfers, such as the 
Namibian big, may indeed be exceptions that underscore the more general 
rule. But it would be premature to foreclose the possibility of mutation beyond 
the cct consensus. In fact, the ilo has been taking up this cause in its evolving 
program on the “social- protection fl oor.” This relatively progressive current in 
the multilateral policy debate diverges from the “liberal- residualist” approach 
of the World Bank, where targeting and conditionality remain axiomatic (if 
not dogmatic) principles, while at the same time transcending the accommo-
dationalist approach to the “capabilities” and “social investment” paradigm fa-
vored by the oecd (cf. Jenson 2010; Mahon 2011). The Bachelet report on the 
 social- protection fl oor diplomatically acknowledges the achievements of Opor-
tunidades, Chile Solidario, and Bolsa Familia, but more assertively insists that 
the debate around conditionalities is “ongoing,” while recognizing a “diversity 
of opinions and mixed evidence” on ccts. It concludes that the conditionality 
“debate remains open,” a position echoed on the progressive fl ank of oecd de-
liberations on social assistance (ilo 2011: 82). The more unvarnished position 
on the Global Social Protection fl oor website is that “human rights are uncon-
ditional, and as social security is a human right, it is therefore unacceptable to 
deny it through the enforcement of conditions.”6

Thanks to these and other interventions, there may yet be surprising twists 
and turns in the global pathways of cct experimentation. Despite the fact that 
that only a fraction of the massive global “experiment” in cash- transfer pro-
gramming has been devoted to testing the viability and eff ectiveness of progres-
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sive others to the dominant cct  model—such as unconditional transfers and 
 basic- income  initiatives—a perverse consequence of the  single- minded focus 
on conditionality may have been to beg, by exclusion, questions around het-
erodox alternatives. Whatever the long- term fate of the ilo’s  social- protection 
initiative, this calls attention to the fact that policy development via model build-
ing remains a somewhat uncertain and inescapably political process. Heavily 
resourced attempts at technocratic (fore)closure will doubtless continue, and 
they will also continue to shape  social- policy norms, but all such attempts at 
formatting, templating, and prescription are destined to remain incomplete and 
contradictory, no matter how asymmetrical the accompanying power relations. 
Model power may be formidable, but it is not boundless. What the World Bank 
calls the cct “wave” may not yet have generated a substantial backwash, but 
there are unmistakable early indications of divergent eddies and countercurrents 
(see Table 2). For all of the evaluation scientism that has propelled the unprec-
edented global wave of cct experiments, it has not been possible to maintain 
laboratory conditions as these programs have entered the wild.

 Conclusion. Beyond Conditionality?

Conditional cash transfers are a prime example of especially fast- traveling, if 
not hypermobile, policies. Realized through an international infrastructure of 
purposive experimentation and technocratic persuasion, buttressed by the fa-
vored evaluation technology of the  randomized- control trial, and brokered to 
increasingly receptive nation states, the status of ccts as programs “that work” 
has been fi rmly secured in global debates on social policy. Sophisticated (and 
costly) experimental designs have facilitated the construction of a “postpoliti-
cal” veneer around ccts, the bipartisan appeal of which can be traced to their 
intriguingly kaleidoscopic character: conservatives see in them a rejection of the 
 something- for- nothing welfare ethos, while liberals place value on progress in 

Table 2. Conditional cash transfers: in the laboratory and in the wild

Model power Unruly mutations

Ideational Behavioral economics
New paternalism

Social investment
Basic income

Ideological Late-neoliberal reformism
Third-way pragmatism

Rights-based social assistance
Social protection fl oor

Institutional Technocratic propagation
Paradigm-affi  rming 
experimentation

Countervailing practice
Paradigm-disrupting cases
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realizing social rights for marginalized populations. As a result, cct models have 
come to defi ne the innovative frontier in social policy across much of the global 
South and in parts of the global North (Peck and Theodore 2010), foreshortening 
 policy- development phases and oft en preempting meaningful debate. These 
political valences, coupled with the formidable resources (in both dollars and 
expertise) of the multilateral organizations, mean that the cct wave has had 
the benefi t of a strong institutional and ideological tailwind, meeting relatively 
few serious obstacles in its rapid transnational diff usion. Needless to say, the 
policy would never have been likely to surge from just two or three to nearly fi ft y 
countries in the space of a little more a decade had it been ideologically counter-
cultural or seriously disruptive in political or macroeconomic terms. Quick to 
implement and badged with expert approval, these models were made to travel.

Through the global diff usion of ccts, the principle of behaviorally focused 
interventions, which at least at some level presumes that “corrective” action 
is both required and legitimate, has been consolidated as a postwelfare axiom 
across the political mainstream. In this context, fast- moving policy models 
also exert more subtle forms of normative infl uence by establishing parame-
ters around “acceptable” policy options. In some cases, the propensity of best- 
practice models to arrive on the scene, almost fully formed, as policies that 
work (albeit somewhere else) can have the eff ect of forestalling, foreshorten-
ing, or completely circumventing processes of local deliberation, debate, and 
 consensus- building around policy reform (Peck and Theodore, 2015). Indeed, 
even in those cases where imported policy models do not directly “format” local 
responses, they will oft en exert indirect eff ects by canalizing and prefi guring the 
terms of debate. Brazil may have been pursuing a relatively autonomous course 
as the architect and manager of its own regime of not- really- conditional cash 
transfers, but at the same time its approach is being increasingly “relativized,” not 
least by the purveyors of authorized cct expertise at the World Bank. Bolsa Fa-
milia duly becomes the  least- loved corner of a triangular reform universe, with 
the “iconic” Oportunidades and the “compelling” Chile Solidario occupying the 
more favored corners (cf. Fiszbein et al. 2009). The eff ect of this triangulation 
strategy is not simply to lift  the relatively modest Solidario program into a status 
of implied equivalence with the big- league players in Mexico and Brazil, it also 
tilts the fi eld in favor of the two more strictly conditional schemes favored by 
the World Bank. In orthodox circles, there has been no squaring of this trian-
gle through the elevation of Namibia’s big or other unconditional cash transfer 
programs, despite their potential applicability elsewhere, although the ilo and 
others have more recently attempted to destabilize this premature consensus.

Despite the undeniable infl uence of the best- practice models backed by the 
multilateral development agencies and circulated through their distended net-
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works of policy expertise, it would be incorrect to conclude that ccts have 
been unilaterally remaking the  social- policy world in their own image. There 
is certainly a tightly written and widely circulated script, but departures from 
the  would- be frontal orthodoxy are routine, if not entirely predictable (Roy, this 
volume), and some threaten to rise to more- than- local signifi cance. The cct 
wave seems to be generating its own undertow, and the stubborn question of 
unconditional cash assistance has refused to go away. These continue to animate 
a number of countercultural alternatives to the cct, even as they remain largely 
sidelined within global policy debates. Meanwhile, unmet, real, and urgent needs 
demand alternatives that go beyond the newfound orthodoxy of targeted, tem-
porary, and conditional social assistance, which has so clearly failed to reverse 
decades of immiseration. Sustaining the case for such alternatives will surely 
necessitate, however, quite diff erent forms of model power.

Notes

1. Accessed at http://www.oed.com. 
2. See Heckhausen and Heckhausen (2008), Thaler and Sunstein (2008); cf. Ravallion 

(2009).
3. Evaluation manager, nonprofi t research center, Washington, D.C., interviewed by 

Jamie Peck and Nik Theodore, May 2009.
4. Senior manager #1, World Bank Brasilia team, interviewed by Jamie Peck and Nik 

Theodore, May 2009.
5. Civil society representative, Windhoek, Namibia, interviewed by Nik Theodore, 

October 2009; senior manager, think tank, Windhoek, Namibia, interviewed by Nik 
Theodore, October 2009.

6. “Potential and Limitations of ccts,” at http://www.socialsecurityextension.org
/gimi/gess/ShowTheme.do?tid=2845.
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Data- Mining for Development?
Poverty, Payment, and Platform

Bill Maurer

As Ananya Roy argues in the introduction to this volume, the new territories of 
poverty are not merely new spaces or geographic locations. They are instead new 
political technologies. And they sit alongside, on top of, and interwoven with 
layers upon layers of the old. They are, with apologies to Foucault, problema-
tizations that open up the assumptions and contingent connections between 
this or that claim, practice, or ethical stance. Poverty, generally understood as a 
condition, is more properly a political categorization and a set of techniques that 
institute that categorization, including oft en many of the techniques and claims 
that went before. This is not to imply, however, that territories of poverty are 
whole or encompassing without contradiction or messiness. As political technol-
ogies, they are contested within themselves, from within their own structuring 
logics or in terms of the conglomerations of people, capital, infrastructure, and 
space making them up. In the nineteenth century, Viviana Zelizer (1995) showed, 
social reformers advocated direct payments to the poor as a way to channel their 
consumption practices and thereby turn them into good citizens. Poor recipi-
ents of relief had other ideas of what to do with their welfare payments. We can 
see this as a contestation from below. I think the new territories of poverty are 
diff erent insofar as the contestations come very much from within: for poverty 
professionals, territories of poverty are new kinds of  problem- spaces that they 
actively construct and manipulate as they argue with one another and build 
oft en incompatible systems.

Compared to  nineteenth- century social reform, late  twentieth- century mi-
crofi nance sought to institute a diff erent kind of subjecthood, less a citizen than 
a businessperson whose entrepreneurial spirit would be unleashed by the provi-
sion of credit. Very much in line with a shift  at the World Bank documented by 
Roy (2010), microcredit’s proponents began to connect their eff ort to the wider 
fi nancialization of the global economy as a means of further leveraging the assets 
of the world’s poor—imagined to be a route to greater investment of the capital 
markets and thus presumably poverty alleviation. The sea change represented 
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by C. K. Prahalad’s (2009) Fortune at the Bottom of the Pyramid was not just its 
recapitulation of the poor as consumers as put forward by earlier social reform-
ers. It was its claim that poor people’s own knowledges and  practices—collective, 
innovative, unexpected ways around and through the dilemmas of daily life in 
poverty in the midst of phenomenal and rapid global technological transfor-
mation—could be leveraged as assets to fi nd new sources of value rather than 
hitching them to the old (Elyachar 2012).

The internal debates among those making the  problem- space of poverty 
in the early  twenty- fi rst century have to do with both the absorption of the 
critique of microfi nance and the focus on the poor as innovators (and the ab-
sorption of some of those innovative poor themselves into the professional 
 poverty- alleviation workforce). Importantly, they take place in the context of 
widespread diff usion of communications technology and technology market 
actors. These actors are by defi nition always in competition with one another, yet 
they always must coordinate in order to realize the network eff ects their opera-
tions promise. The challenge to poverty scholarship is that if it could once focus 
either critically or appreciatively on the role of capital markets in the construc-
tion of (the category of) poverty, it now has to appreciate the weird complexity 
and internal problematizations of what we continue to call the capitalist markets 
even aft er a global fi nancial crisis and the animation of business models not 
based on accumulation or extraction or even profi t in the traditional sense. This 
chapter is an eff ort to explain what I mean through a case study of the genesis 
and transformation of “mobile money.”

Mobile phone–enabled money transfer, payment, and savings  products—so- 
called “mobile money”  services—have captivated industry and philanthropic 
attention since around 2007, when the Kenyan mobile network operator Safari-
com launched M- Pesa. Now used by more than half of Kenya’s population, and 
processing more transactions in Kenya than all of Western Union globally, 
M- Pesa is a money transfer service using the mobile network instead of the 
existing banking or payments infrastructure. Originally viewed as having the 
potential to “bank the unbanked” and provide an onramp to the “formal” fi -
nancial sector, M- Pesa and other mobile money services are increasingly being 
imagined as payment platforms. That raises the question of what exactly a pay-
ment platform is, and how and why it can be imagined to have consequences for 
economic development and poverty alleviation. It also has ambiguous political, 
economic, and moral eff ects.

This chapter explores the practical consequences of the industry and philan-
thropic shift  from mobile banking to mobile payment. In order to address the 
question of why some development practitioners are focusing on payment plat-
forms for poverty alleviation, it proposes an analytical shift  from poverty capital 
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to poverty payment. It explains why payment, distinct from banking or other 
fi nancial services, warrants closer scrutiny by critical development scholars and 
social scientists in general. It is based on my having followed and occasionally 
led mobile money professionals and policymakers into this realm of  payments—
the means of value transfer, sometimes understood to be a public good despite 
its privatization by credit card networks and, now, mobile network operators.

The payments industry is little studied or understood outside its own borders 
(see Evans and Schmalensee 2004; Maurer 2012c). In this chapter, I focus on the 
retail payments  industry—the process of providing services that allow people, 
businesses, and governments to clear, settle, and process the movement of funds. 
“Payments” as an industry term (oft en pluralized) encompasses the purchase of 
goods at a physical or virtual point of sale; bill payment to a government agency 
or a corporation; payments made person to person, business to government, 
business to person, or government to person or business (for remittances, taxes 
or rents, salaries, or welfare or state subsidies or rebates, respectively). The pay-
ments industry is that collection of public and private entities that make sure 
 value—generally in the form of funds denominated in  state- issued  currencies—
gets from a sender to its intended recipient. The world of payments includes cash 
and checks, but increasingly is focused on electronic forms of value transfer, 
from credit card transactions to mobile phone–enabled services. When you 
hand over cash, the transmission of funds is straightforward. It is less so when 
any other payment mechanism besides cash is employed. Payment providers 
usually carry out this service for a fee. Payment is a basic operation on which 
exchanges of all sorts depend, but it is rarely focused on by people outside the 
infrastructures and processes that make it possible.

Payments are interesting because the payments industry business model 
does not square with market logic. The tolls and fees of private payment infra-
structures pose challenges to competition law as well as to critical analyses of 
capitalism. Not set by the market mechanism in any conventional sense, these 
fees have vexed antitrust lawyers and consumer protection advocates, and have 
puzzled many a judge and legal scholar (see Levitin 2008; Porter 2008). They 
also raise the issue of the public interest in payment: most payment systems 
today are privately or shareholder owned, yet they are ever more essential to the 
forms and functions of value transfer, especially in a digitally connected world 
(Maurer 2012c). Traditionally, businesses and governments earned money from 
payments by levying fees on transactions when off ering money transmission, 
clearance, and settlement services. Adding a lending function to a payment 
device provided a route to revenue from interest on funds extended (as well as, 
importantly, overcharge and late fees). This was the genius of the credit card. 
Even before the fi nancial crisis that began in 2007–8, however, consumers were 
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shift ing their payment behavior away from credit cards and toward debit cards 
that drew directly from funds in bank accounts. In a world of debit, not credit, 
the motivation for off ering payment is fee generation. Many new entrants into 
the payments business initially sought to capture a piece of that fee revenue.

Payments are also interesting because at this particular historical juncture the 
payments industry is itself undergoing a paradigm shift . Fees are receding; in 
some cases, they are being regulated away. Payment providers are experimenting 
with new ways to generate  revenue—most notably, by seeking to profi t from the 
promise of “big data.” This represents a new business model: not based on inter-
est or fees, but instead on accessing and leveraging vast troves of transactional 
data captured at the point of sale.

Where philanthropic and development attention to mobile money services 
like M- Pesa initially focused on their potential for “banking the unbanked” 
(Maurer 2012b) and could be seen as part of the phenomenon Roy terms pov-
erty capital (Roy 2010), there is an emerging shift  to poverty payment in places 
in the development world where mobile money services are being launched. 
By poverty payment, I refer to the idea that the design of digital platforms for 
the transfer of value, agnostic as to what value is being transited or what it is 
being used for, has positive spillover eff ects that ultimately benefi t poor people. 
For philanthropic actors, poverty payment is mainly about reducing the costs 
of cash to the poor. For industry actors, poverty payment is increasingly ori-
ented around the potential uses of transactional data to benefi t the poor. It fi ts 
into an overarching belief that “big data” generally provides a “next frontier” in 
development (as Fengler 2012 puts it), that the increased connectivity and the 
overlaying and articulating of diverse databases may provide new solutions to 
old development problems. Attention focused fi rst on the use of big data for 
tracking the spread of disease and social and economic conditions (Fengler 
2012). By 2012, however, small startups and payments industry professionals 
were wondering whether transactional data could create new consumer mar-
kets in a sort of “bottom of the pyramid” approach to economic development 
(Prahalad 2009): knowing who was buying what, and how, could provide insight 
into new goods and services for the poor that would create business incentives 
to serve this new market niche.

As I have argued elsewhere, social science is ill equipped to understand pay-
ment (Maurer 2012c). One reason is that the social sciences, born in an age of 
capital, maintain capital as their reference point for economy. So, when we look 
at things like microfi nance or development, we see reiterations of the original 
primitive accumulation via the enclosure of various commons in the name of the 
virtues of private property (as in de Soto and de Soto 2003), and we see attempts 
to liquefy the real assets of the poor—livestock and land (Shipton 2009), for 
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example, but also expertise and relations (Elyachar 2005, 2010; Roitman 2005)—
generally a fi rst step toward their liquidation. We witness and criticize arguments 
about the virtues of debt, magically transformed into wealth (Peebles 2010), 
and we watch as people in specifi c institutional locations, from microfi nance to 
global investment banks, seek to redefi ne the newly “freed” assets of the poor as 
“savings” to be leveraged in capital markets (Bruett 2007; Bystrom 2008). This 
all does little to help us understand payment, however, those infrastructures that 
enable value to move from one place to another, regardless of whether that value 
is involved in capital accumulation.

The following section briefl y situates mobile money within the relatively 
short history of electronic payments at the point of sale (that is, at the till of a 
physical world shop). This historical digression is necessary in order more fully 
to explain the motivation of payments industry professionals in moving from a 
world of fees to one of data. Next, I will trace the history of the shift  from mo-
bile banking to mobile payments, along with a discussion of the realization in 
some circles around 2010–11 that providing electronic payment platforms could 
serve certain development agendas while at the same time, perhaps unwittingly, 
perhaps not, pose a challenge to the state’s monopoly over the means of value 
transfer. Finally, I speculate on the political implications of seeing money as a 
private infrastructure versus a government utility, and the conundrum posed 
by big data to democracy and development more generally.

Payment at the Point of Sale

In 1973 ibm launched two electronic payment and inventory management sys-
tems: the 3650 Retail Store System and the 3660 Supermarket System. These 
were complete systems that included  point- of- sale terminals with cash drawers, 
centralized data fl ow and storage, a magnetic  label- maker for inventory control, 
and a  label- reader to be used at the point of sale, and a telephone modem to 
allow communication with warehouses and satellite stores. These systems repre-
sented a dramatic increase in the amount of data about inventory and payment 
available to retail businesses. If customers paid with cash,  however—as was 
mostly the case when these machines were  introduced—the data collected was 
limited essentially to cash in and inventory out, with ancillary data potentially 
to be collected on the performance of individual store employees assigned to 
specifi c terminals or stations.

The widespread acceptance of credit cards in retail stores added customer 
data to the ever- growing archive of retail transactional data. Even so, customer 
data was generally held only by the card companies, which could assemble re-
cords of customers’ purchases. Without that data being  cross- referenced with 
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stores’ inventories, however, a card company would acquire information about 
the amount and location of the purchase, but not the specifi c item bought. Stores 
carefully guard their purchase data, using it to off er coupons and rewards as 
part of loyalty marketing schemes (and at least once, to defend themselves in 
court against a consumer claim).1 These schemes most oft en rely on the use of 
a  store- branded payment card or a separate loyalty card presented at check out. 
In the United States,  point- of- sale terminals at most major retail stores have one 
system for recording purchases for price scanning and inventory management, 
usually based on optical scanning technology and linked to a loyalty card (itself 
most oft en equipped with a bar code for optical scanning), and another for pay-
ment processing, usually based on magnetic stripe–enabled plastic cards. These 
two systems do not directly talk to each other (or, in the jargon of the industry, 
they do not interoperate). This is because the store is guarding its inventory 
and purchase data, which is linked to a specifi c customer only if the customer 
participates in a loyalty program, while the payment services are guarding their 
transaction data, recording only the purchase location and price.2

Imagine for a moment an everyday purchase of goods at a small shop. You 
make your selection and head to the till, money in hand. The clerk totals your 
purchases and tells you how much you owe. You tender cash and coin. The clerk 
provides change and a receipt, and off  you go. The clerk may have a system for 
recording the goods purchased, for the purposes of inventory management. If 
the store uses any kind of mechanical or electronic cash register, it is likely that 
it can keep track of tax receipts and inventories. This information does not leave 
the store, however. And the clerk is left  with your money but, most likely, no 
information about you at all, not even your name. Consider this a vast, unen-
closed commons: in this scenario, very little “data” is  produced—that is, very 
little information is objectifi ed as such, demarcated from the fl ow of social and 
economic life, recorded, coded, stored, and then harnessed or sold for other 
purposes. This scenario, a retail point of sale with minimal “data capture,” is 
the modal payment encounter around the world, in countless small shops and 
informal open- air markets, where goods and money change hands as if in a 
great bazaar. The bet of many new entrants and legacy players in the payments 
industry today (from Square and PayPal to Visa, American Express, Google, 
and Amazon) is that there is value to be gained by enclosing that commons of 
retail transactional data.

What does any of this have to do with poverty? As I argue below, some de-
velopment actors’ recognition of the shortcomings of microfi nance as a poverty 
alleviation strategy, or desire to avoid its politics, led them to other “solutions,” 
as some of my informants and research collaborators put it. Those solutions, 
in turn, were adapted and modifi ed by their “targets,” exemplifying the process 
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Prahalad (2009) hypothesized. Along the way, poverty payment emerged as a 
new problematic.

From Banking to Payments

The virtue of the focus on poverty capital is that one does not have to go too 
far to see it. Anthropologists, critical development scholars, and others have 
been documenting it for more than two decades. This does not mean that it is 
a seamless or single process, as Roy (2010) reminds us. It is “messy,” “fragile,” 
and “requires considerable and constant work”; it sits “uneasily alongside other 
poverty truths, such as those concerned with social protection or development 
infrastructure” (Roy 2010: 221). Roy fi nds in poverty capital not one dominant 
plan but multiple foldings and complicities, what Deleuze describes in another 
context as the incompossibilities that continually generate new borders between 
and lines across divergent worlds (Deleuze 1992: 81; see Maurer 2012a).

Some of those incompossibilities appear from “within” the beast, so to speak, 
when experts, academics, policymakers, and  others—including the “targets” of 
 development—articulate alternative visions and put them into practice. Much 
of the research for this chapter derives from the work I have conducted through 
the Institute for Money, Technology and Financial Inclusion, which I have di-
rected since 2008. By funding and nurturing an extremely diverse group of 
specialists from the countries that development and philanthropic organizations 
have singled out for various fi nancial inclusion interventions, the institute has 
created a vast repository of data and analysis that oft en lies in the way of some 
of the best- laid plans of the poverty alleviation apparatus. Replacing cleanliness 
with complexity, it agitates what Anke Schwittay (2011) has called the fi nancial 
inclusion  assemblage—arguing, for example, that savings could be denominated 
in goats or that technologies be developed to support, not subvert, the illiquidity 
preferences of many of the world’s poor. Another aim has been to highlight the 
position of poor people not just as targets of fi nance but as monetary innova-
tors in their own right, and, insofar as they are innovators in money itself, to 
highlight the political and theoretical consequences of the remaking of money 
through people’s everyday practices with mobile technologies (Maurer 2012b).

Originally, much of the research at the institute had been on complicating 
certain stories or “hypotheses”3 about savings: in particular, that the mobile 
phone could serve as a new “channel” for enhancing and mobilizing poor peo-
ple’s savings, harnessing the mobile network and capitalizing on the ubiquity of 
the mobile phone as an infrastructure for fi nancial services rather than commu-
nication. The mobile  phone—and new services like M- Pesa, originally imagined 
as a tool for microfi nance loan  repayment—could serve as a kind of “branchless 
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banking.” Where  brick- and- mortar banks and electronic banking infrastructure 
are scarce or absent altogether, the mobile network and the basic communi-
cations channels of even the simplest mobile phones present a  ready- to- hand 
 information- processing and management system easily redirected from, say, 
voice and text to fi nancial data.

A revisiting of the institute’s output from 2008 to 2012,4 my own fi eld notes 
and interview notes with mobile money regulators and developers, the written 
products of experts from cgap, the World Bank, the World Economic Forum, 
the Gates Foundation, and usaid indicates a slowly emerging understand-
ing that mobile money represented something else besides a new channel for 
branchless banking. People started talking more and more about payment and 
found they had to give themselves a crash course in the existing payments in-
dustry in order even to begin examining their prior assumptions.

There are actually two shift s here: a fi rst shift  from microcredit to microsav-
ings, and a second shift  from microsavings to payment. The fi rst shift  is an eff ect 
of the absorption of the critique of microfi nance levied by academics and others. 
The second is an eff ect of the operations of mobile money, and the increasing use 
of mobile money to serve payment functions by people in the countries where 
they have been deployed.

From the beginning, many observers believed that mobile money services 
would be used as de facto  short- term piggy banks. People would load value into 
their account via an agent, handing over cash in exchange for electronic tokens 
of value (e- money, in the regulatory language), and instead of transferring it to 
another customer on the  network—the modal use- case for mobile  money—
they let it sit there. This helped them avoid theft  when traveling through the 
countryside. Today, some users of India’s Eko mobile money service are using it 
to replace saving coins in clay pots (Nandhi 2012).

Directly related to this potential for mobile money itself to serve as a kind 
of savings account, mobile money intellectuals realized a fundamental contra-
diction in most countries’ regulations around such services. Bank regulators 
from the start were understandably nervous about mobile network operators 
taking on  quasi- banking functions. They worried about the potential for fraud 
and money laundering, since by running fi nancial transactions over the mobile 
network there was no opportunity for monitoring by the established fi nancial 
regulatory apparatus. But they were also worried about disintermediation of the 
banks themselves through the creation of a non- bank system for creating, stor-
ing, and transferring electronic value. The contradiction, however, was that al-
though such services could function as  small- value,  short- term savings accounts 
(even if this was rarely realized in practice), the regulations did not permit either 
deposit insurance or interest. Loading funds into a non- bank entity but having 
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no guarantee that the funds would be protected in the event of a bankruptcy, and 
saving money without the benefi t of interest, the users of mobile money services 
were doing a kind of banking without its protections or benefi ts.  Mobile- money 
intellectuals argued forcefully for the regulators to address these issues (see, 
e.g., Stephens 2012; Tarazi and Breloff  2010); regulators at times pushed back 
equally forcefully, but many adopted new rules. At the same time, mobile oper-
ators began to form partnerships with banks to provide basic fi nancial services 
with the same protections and benefi ts of full- fl edged banking (e.g., m- kesho, 
a partnership between Safaricom and Equity Bank in Kenya).

Meanwhile, researchers started fi lling out with greater granularity and com-
plexity users’ behavior with M- Pesa and other mobile money services. When 
people used M- Pesa to send money to another person, researchers found, the 
recipient tended to “cash out” almost  immediately—that is, upon receiving a text 
message notifi cation that someone had sent them money, the recipient would 
immediately visit an M- Pesa agent and ask for cash, rather than letting the funds 
sit in their account or using them to make an over- the- air purchase of, say, a 
ringtone (Stuart and Cohen 2011). This was true even for the purchase of mo-
bile phone airtime, bought from the same agent who disbursed the cash. Even 
when it was possible to pay directly for airtime using the electronic value held 
in the mobile network, people would still prefer to cash out, and then hand the 
cash over to the M- Pesa agent who provides both cash in/cash out services, and 
airtime sales. M- Pesa was not displacing the use of cash. Rather, it was function-
ing as a channel for moving money. Cash in/cash out was seen as the dominant 
use- case for mobile money. Some in the industry started wondering if there was 
a way to get people to keep their money in the system forever (in the words of 
one), not as a kind of savings but as a continually circulating pool of value end-
lessly looping through the mobile network. They wondered about this possibility 
not necessarily because of the presumed benefi ts to the poor of going cashless 
(benefi ts including protection from theft  or loss, as well as the prevention of graft  
or extortion) but for the possibility of enhanced  transaction- based fee income.

In Nairobi, meanwhile, a whole ecosystem of new services had sprung up 
around M- Pesa, with  start- up businesses developing other products that used 
the mobile money channel as the primary or even sole means of moving money 
in order to achieve some other aim, like providing a health savings account 
product or agricultural insurance (Kendall, Maurer, and Machoka 2012). The 
payments industry frequently uses railroad metaphors to explain its infrastruc-
tures. For all intents and purposes, M- Pesa was functioning as a set of electronic 
payment “rails” for Kenya. It had become a new payment platform without any-
one planning it as such.

Two authors nicely summed up the potential of mobile money as a new 
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payments platform in 2010. At the time, both were at the Gates Foundation: 
“Where most fi nancial inclusion models have employed either ‘credit- led’ or 
‘savings- led’ approaches, the m- pesa experience suggests that there may be a 
third  approach—focusing on building the payment ‘rails’ on which a broader 
set of fi nancial services can ride” (Mas and Radcliff e 2010: 172). About a year 
later, usaid had announced its “Better Than Cash Movement,” in which it 
cited the work of myself and my colleagues (Kendall, Maurer, and Machoka 
2012) as demonstrating that mobile money had already come to serve as an 
electronic payment system more than a peer- to- peer money transfer or bank-
ing service:

If you care about reducing poverty, then you must also care about reducing the reli-
ance on physical cash. We begin a movement to do just that. usaid Administrator 
Rajiv Shah is announcing a broad set of reforms to use usaid’s $22 billion fi nancial 
footprint as a force for good—as a way to reduce the development industry’s de-
pendence on cash. This includes integrating new language into usaid contracts 
and grants to encourage the use of electronic and mobile payments and launching 
new programs in 10 countries designed to catalyze the scale of innovative pay-
ments platforms. (http://blog.usaid.gov/2012/02/we- must- do- better- than- cash/)

Then, having devoted itself primarily to savings since around 2008, the Financial 
Services for the Poor program at the Gates Foundation undertook a strategy 
refresh exercise in 2011, and in 2012 announced a new focus on payment, seeking 
to displace cash with digital payment platforms:

Aft er conducting a thorough analysis of the global fi nancial inclusion landscape, 
we concluded that one of the main reasons why it is so costly to serve poor people 
with formal fi nancial services is because most poor households conduct most or 
all of their economic and fi nancial transactions in cash. We believe that the best 
way to reduce the cost of reaching poor people with fi nancial services is to support 
eff orts to shift  the majority of their cash- based fi nancial transactions into digital 
form through a mobile phone or other digital interface. Our new strategy aims to 
capitalize on the rapid evolution of mobile communications and digital payment 
systems to help catalyze this transition. (e- mail, March 28, 2012, copy in author’s 
possession)

In the fall of 2012 and into early 2013, the newly formed Better Than Cash Al-
liance hosted a launch event in New York announcing a global eff ort to move 
people without access to electronic forms of value transfer into the digital money 
age. The event took place at the Ford Foundation headquarters in New York, 
and the alliance consisted of the Ford and Gates Foundations, the Omidyar 
Network, usaid, uncdf, visa, and Citi. Another event sponsored by Citi and 
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Imperial College was held in London in January 2013. The alliance has added 
new members since that time.

State and Market Moneys

The broader  political- economic phenomenon co- occurring with the shift  to 
cashlessness as a strategy for aiding the poor was the renewal of a profoundly 
anti- state perspective on money. This was monetarism (Guyer 2007) combined 
with the belief that the state should get out of the business of money altogether. 
Since the 2008 fi nancial crisis the Anglophone world has seen the drawing to-
gether of all manner of constituencies calling for the elimination of the state’s 
monopoly of the means of exchange. These have ranged widely, from gold bugs, 
cryptocurrency advocates, and neo- Hayekian “denationalization of money” 
proponents, to legacy network partisans (meaning the card networks and the 
wire services), new payments industry startups like Dwolla and older ones like 
PayPal, journalists, authors (Wolman 2012; Boyle 2011), a few academics, local 
currency and Time Banking adherents (their numbers increasing during the 
recent recession), and at least one U.S. presidential candidate (Ron Paul) who 
ran unsuccessfully for his party’s nomination in 2012.

Now, there is nothing necessarily anticash about antistate money proponents. 
One could imagine a private currency or currencies that take paper as one form. 
Yet the new constituencies of anti-  or nonstate moneys are almost uniformly 
also antipaper, drawn by mobile and other information technologies to imagine 
private systems for the means of exchange that are almost exclusively digital.

Some states are in on the act, as well, even sometimes to the point of out-
sourcing the state’s public function to provide a means of exchange. usaid’s 
cashlessness initiative is in line with several sub- Saharan African central bank-
ers’ attempts to reduce reliance on physical cash in order to reduce fraud and 
theft  as well as the costs of cash for the poor—costs related to transport, or 
loss due to climate (a signifi cant concern where stashes of banknotes can rot 
or be eaten by vermin), not to mention cash’s articulation to several “informal 
economy” money savings and transfer systems that oft en come with unclear or 
negligible protections and high transaction costs. The Central Bank of Nigeria, 
for example, began promoting a “cashless Lagos” project in 2012. This is in the 
context where interbank clearance and settlement can still involve bank employ-
ees with suitcases full of cash and receipts meeting in parking lots at the close of 
the business day. Again, lacking the basic electronic infrastructures necessary 
for the digitized fi nancial transactions taken for granted in much of the global 
North, such projects make sense.

The broader emerging consensus on antistate money, however, includes 
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skepticism toward any such  state- led eff orts. Canada, a leader in the provi-
sion of public infrastructure for payments,5 recently issued a call to product 
designers, hackers, and app developers to come up with proposals for a digital 
currency to replace cash and coin. This Mint Chip project received  fi ft y- seven 
entries. The reaction from the antistate money camp, however, is summed up 
nicely in the following article from a commentator in Forbes. Citing Bitcoin, 
the  pseudo- anonymous (and anonymously created) cryptographic currency 
that received wide media attention in 2011 (Maurer, Nelms, and Swartz 2013), 
the author states: “My objection still lies with the fact that it is a non- free- 
market approach to the payments issue. Bitcoin has so far demonstrated its 
exchange value without being backed by anything that isn’t backed by any-
thing. Remove the standing armies and all money is essentially a mass illu-
sion. Bitcoin just happens to be a voluntary,  bottom- up mass illusion with 
scarcity, like gold” (Matonis 2012). The invocation of standing armies may 
be unexpected to some listeners. It is in fact a reference to the state and 
credit theorists of money (as opposed to commodity money theorists), who 
argue that the origins of money lie in the state’s mandating of one method of 
payment for the purposes of raising revenue to support armies for territorial 
expansion.

The tax issue is not far from the minds of regulators charged with overseeing 
mobile money deployments. Mobile money off ers the potential, aft er all, to track 
all  exchanges—and therefore a way to ensure merchants and ordinary people 
are reporting taxable exchanges to the authorities.

There is more than tax on the mind of regulators, however. The shift  from 
mobile banking to mobile payments also represents the rediscovery among regu-
lators (not just academic observers like myself) that the means of  payment—the 
technologies of value transfer, whether by  government- issued paper notes or 
electronic infrastructures—serve an important public function. In many coun-
tries with mobile money, the race is on to build the rails for electronic value 
transfer. Companies from Visa to Citibank as well as global telecommunications 
network operators and traditional wire services like Western Union all see op-
portunities in creating for many countries in the global South what the card 
networks did in the North: an electronic payments network.

This is the fi rst sense in which the shift  to payments matters. It is a shift  away 
from capital and from the capital markets. Now, I do not mean to imply that 
these markets are withering away—far from it—or that, say, microfi nance will 
not continue to bring profi ts to those leveraging it for capital gain and potentially 
further destitution for the already poor. However, something else is afoot here. 
And that something is a focus on generating revenue from the privatization of 
the means of value transfer.
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Money, Data and Democracy

As I have been arguing for a number of years, payments are not like normal ex-
changes, and capitalogocentric accounts (Gibson- Graham 2006) of them oft en 
miss the point of what they are and how they work. The value in payments comes 
not from value itself but tolls on its transfer. Tribute lives on in the  modern- day 
fees levied on the passage of  freight—in this case, fi nancial data—going over 
the payment rails. Focusing on payment platforms rather than capital or credit 
thus throws a spotlight on those fees. This is important analytically because it 
also brings to the fore the centrality of noncapitalist relations within this thing 
we have been calling capitalism.

At the same time, my own analysis is anticipated by regulators and antitrust 
lawyers. They notice those fees, as well as the fact that they do not seem to 
follow the same rules of the game of other kinds of  market- based processes. 
It is curious but not surprising that in most of the major antitrust cases levied 
against them, the card networks have chosen to settle out of court (see Maurer 
2012c). The European Union recently promulgated regulations lowering the rate 
of interchange that the card networks can assess on transactions. One of the 
major accomplishments of the administration of U.S. President Barack Obama 
and the Democratic Senate during the president’s fi rst term was to do the same 
in the United States.

I would go so far as to argue that, with poverty capital, the state could adopt 
a  laissez- faire approach: the capitalization of poor people’s assets simply rep-
resented another zone for fi nancial speculation and accumulation, and not an 
aff ront to a state that was already captured or that had capitulated to fi nancial 
interests. With poverty payment, in contrast, the state sees a threat to its tra-
ditional authority to tax, expressed in terms of the concomitant threat to its 
ability to maintain a monopoly over the legitimate means of exchange. Thus, 
the regulators’ concerns over interoperability, transaction fees, and the emer-
gence of a (minority) position in the mobile money literature that the means of 
value transfer should not be privatized. In an important World Bank report on 
which I was asked to provide comment, Kevin Donovan sums up the position 
among some observers (like me) that “the provision of money by private com-
panies over private infrastructure risks undermining an important function of 
the public sector, namely, that the means of value transfer are not ‘owned’ by 
anyone” (Donovan 2012:71).

Where a  corporate- led mobile money eff ort promises to serve as a new set of 
payment rails, for example, central African regulators vociferously argue with 
donor agencies that “payments are a public good.”6 They are increasingly de-
manding interoperability—that competing mobile money providers build their 
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services such that a client of one can send money to a client of another, and that 
any customer on any network using any device should be able to access their 
funds without undue fees.

We arrive at the core of the problem of money, really: not only, as Keith Hart 
(1986) famously argued, is money ultimately a warrant of value underwritten 
by the state, or is money a commodity, or are these two sides of the same coin? 
But also, are money and the means of value transfer a utility?

The utility question is directly related to the data capture potential of elec-
tronic value transfer. If the new value proposition for mobile payments is based 
on leveraging transactional data, then who owns that data, who has access to 
it, and who can write and rewrite it? Rather than being based on leveraging the 
fl oat in the system at any given time, or on levying tolls on transactions, the new 
business model capitalizes on the data being gathered when mobile or other 
electronic payments systems are used for purchases at the point of sale, realizing 
the potential of those old ibm 3660s.

By far the majority of economic transactions on the planet are undertaken 
with cash. Again, imagine this vast fi eld of transactions as a  commons—the 
common and collective property of the planet’s human population, its “memory 
bank,” as Hart has called it. “Once we accept that money is a way of keeping track 
of complex social networks that we each generate, it could take a wide variety of 
forms compatible with both personal agency and collective forms of association 
at every level from the local to the global. It is up to us to build them,” Hart writes 
(2007). With electronic means of value transfer, transactions become sources of 
data; that data can be imagined as individual or collective property, and that data 
can be enclosed or mined, and, of course, monitored by governments.

I do not want to conclude on a dystopian note, however, where the privacy 
of even the world’s poorest is evacuated as the billions of small transactions, 
this commons of transaction relations, is enclosed by private payment compa-
nies seeking a new business model when opportunities for fee income decline. 
This concedes too much to “big data,” as well as to fl atfooted conceptions 
of “privacy.” My point is simply that the conversation and the technology 
are shift ing: from concerns around liquefying (and maybe liquidating) poor 
people’s assets via microfi nance, to concerns that bind the world’s poor with 
everyone else around questions of the nature and ownership and privacy of 
“personal data.”

Is cash good, or bad, for the poor? Are transaction fees levied by corporate 
payment providers any better or worse? Does the privatization of payment di-
minish the public good, and does it even matter where people live in severe 
poverty? Poverty payment suggests that the contestation over these questions, 
and their messy connection to old debates and infrastructures for value transfer, 
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opens new problematics, new territories of poverty that are themselves political 
technologies, requiring political not technical stances and solutions.

Making visible the transactional data in our everyday exchanges may, like 
making visible the rails and pipes of value transfer, have important public eff ects. 
In the face of antistate money proponents, therefore, I tend to imagine this public 
as a democratic polity, of the kind likely to make anarchist critics like David 
Graeber (2011) cringe. Not a state, then, but perhaps a new kind of archive. In 
an  agenda- setting essay on critical questions for “big data,” danah boyd and Kate 
Crawford provide a caution but also a prod to action. I close with their invo-
cation of Derrida: “Eff ective democratization can always be measured by this 
essential criterion: the participation in and access to the archive, its constitution, 
and its interpretation” (Derrida 1996: 4, quoted in boyd and Crawford 2012:13).

Having already reopened money for interpretation and re- constitution, mo-
bile money may provide just such access.
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0960423) and the Intel Science and Technology Center for Social Computing at the 
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by the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation. Any opinions, fi ndings, and conclusions or 
recommendations expressed in this material are those of the author and do not neces-
sarily refl ect the views of the National Science Foundation, Intel Labs, or the Bill and 
Melinda Gates Foundation.

1. The case involved a supermarket’s use of purchase data to challenge a customer’s 
liability claim aft er a slip- and- fall incident inside the store. The supermarket used the 
fact that the customer was a regular liquor  purchaser—as recorded in the supermarket’s 
loyalty card  records—to challenge his claim (and he lost; see Silverstein, 1999). This case 
in part led to the State of California’s regulation of the loyalty card industry through the 
Supermarket Club Card Disclosure Act of 1999.

2. On the development of these competing standards, see Stearns, 2011.
3. This is an emic term among the development practitioners with whom I have 

worked on mobile money.
4. Much of this output is available on the Institute for Money, Technology and Finan-

cial Inclusion’s website at http://www.imtfi .uci.edu.
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5. Canada’s Interac network links private debit and interbank networks much like 
Visa but has been denied for- profi t status by the country’s Competition Bureau. Thanks 
to Lana Swartz for this observation.

6. I did not directly overhear this assertion, but it was reported to me by an attendee 
of a  closed- door conclave of banking regulators in an East African country in late 2010.
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Fast Policy in a Mobile World

Christina Gossmann

In the early 1970s, as the Bretton Woods agreements ended, monetary markets 
underwent an enormous change: deregulation. This change created an entirely 
new set of fi nancial products and relationships, and, as it turned out, it aff ected 
not only monetary markets but virtually every aspect of life. Over time, the 
abstraction of money spiraled to levels of mere fi ction and fi nally resulted in 
the worst U.S. fi nancial recession since the Great Depression. It seems that the 
world has lost control of its fi nancial markets completely.

Whether coin, bill, or electronic currency, money was never more than a 
metaphor. The abstraction that accompanied the introduction of money has 
liberated people from age- old status distinctions, but it has also left  them with 
nothing but money with which to evaluate their world. Increasingly detached 
from political control and material goods and labor, this “savage money” we now 
use is very diff erent from what money once was: a universal yardstick quanti-
fying objects, relations, services, and persons (Maurer 2006: 18). It is in this 
deregulated fi nancial world where even assets of the “bottom billion,” all the 
individuals living on less than $2 a day, become just another “zone for fi nancial 
speculation and accumulation,” as Bill Maurer describes it in this volume. Here 
is where what Ananya Roy (2010: 5) calls “poverty capital” or “bottom billion 
capitalism” is created and harnessed.

In his essay in this volume, Maurer argues that what we are witnessing today 
is a shift  away from poverty capital toward “poverty payment.” Maurer exam-
ines this shift  based on the initial intent of fi nancial inclusion whereby mobile 
phones, having reached an incredible level of penetration among the poorest, 
become a channel for enhancing and mobilizing poor people’s savings.

A win- win situation? From the providers’ side, mobile money allows for lower 
cost per transaction with reduced investment in physical infrastructure along 
with the possibility of off ering additional services such as savings, credit, insur-
ance and other products at a similarly low cost. Revenues are collected through 
fees associated with electronic monetary transactions. In the case of the Kenyan 
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success story M- Pesa, most formal fi nancial institutions have integrated their 
operations with mobile money, opening up a multitude of fi nancial services. 
From the consumers’ side, access to a fi nancial platform such as M- Pesa allows 
for transfers, savings and  increasingly—according to  Maurer—payments.

I was born in Russia, immigrated to Germany, where I spent most of my 
life, and came to the United States to study city planning as a graduate student 
at the University of California, Berkeley. I have progressively moved into the 
world of Visa, Citibank, Western Union, and Paypal, a world where digitized 
fi nancial transactions have become so commonplace that I only use cash as a 
last resort for transactions: at the Laundromat, tipping at restaurants and for 
the occasional morning coff ee. But most of the world still relies on liquid cash 
for payments.

A matatu bus driver, having left  his village to work in Nairobi, would save 
cash and occasionally travel home to bring money to his family. It could take him 
days, cost him money, and every now and again he might fall victim to robbers 
and lose all his money. Mobile money brought a solution to this dependency 
on liquid cash—and more. Now the matatu driver is able not only to make pay-
ments instantaneously using his mobile phone, he can also save on his M- Pesa 
account. But, possibly most signifi cantly, when the matatu driver runs a red light 
and gets a ticket, he can pay that too through his phone.

This last transformation of mobile  money—from microsaving to micro-
payment—is taking place completely unplanned, writes Maurer in his essay 
here: it is an unintended,  people- driven shift . As a consequence, mobile money 
regulators, developers, experts from cgap, the World Bank, the World Economic 
Forum, the Gates Foundation, and usaid are following the usage pattern laid out 
by customers. But as becomes clear in Maurer’s discussion, while most everyone 
embraces mobile money, diff erent actors do so for diff erent reasons.

The world of international aid sees profound implications in enabling the 
poor to better protect their assets, invest in education and  income- earning 
opportunities, smooth economic shock curves in addition to creating entirely 
new product markets motivated by a boost in the participation of poor peo-
ple. In Kenya more than fi ve hundred organizations use M- Pesa to pay bills 
and conduct other transactions, including utilities and medical saving plans. In 
addition, the development of mobile money pathways builds an infrastructure 
that governments, donors, and charities can use to give money directly to the 
poor at low transaction cost. These payment platforms allow cheap, immediate 
deployment of (conditional) cash transfers, as discussed by Jamie Peck and Nik 
Theodore in their contribution to this volume. Industry is already making signif-
icant profi ts from the privatization of the means of value transfer and associated 
 transaction- based fees. Safaricom, the Kenyan telecommunications company 
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that launched M- Pesa in 2007, generates revenues of more than $1 billion per 
annum (Zuckerman 2010: 100).

The state, on the other hand and unlike in the case of poverty capital, has 
expressed interest in averting the privatization of poverty payment. Although 
M- Pesa value can be purchased at the local store along with other goods, cash is 
not an ordinary commodity aft er all. It is, insists the government, a  state- issued 
instrument with specifi c properties and functions. The privatization of mobile 
banking would thus impede an important function of the public sector, con-
cludes the state. What is telling of the larger transformation mobile banking has 
enacted is that the World Bank thinks so too.

If transferring money electronically should indeed become a public good, 
regulation and lower transaction costs will be necessary to avoid the enclosure 
of the culture of payments and enable the poorest to enter the fi nancial market 
as well. Ironically, however, once regulatory practices are added to the equa-
tion, such as partnerships with commercial banks, classical fi nancial inclusion 
 barriers—such as specifi c identifi cation requirements that mobile banking ef-
fectively  avoids—are reintroduced.

The state is, as Maurer points out, also interested in the accumulation and 
potential dissemination of data. Personal transactional data, collected at the 
point of sale, provides opportunity for the state to track and tax all exchanges, 
impossible in the case of untraceable cash. The recording of any personal data, 
even if only available and used at the aggregate level, as so- called big data, will 
compel several questions: of whom? for whom? for what? In a time and place 
when every single electronic move we make—be it on Facebook, Google or 
 Twitter—leaves a trace on the World Wide Web, the protection of privacy is 
essential. As we fi ght to protect our virtual trail, companies pay millions to 
mine this commercial gold. Private information is regularly leaked to the public, 
through careless as well as illegal actions. While electronic fi nancial transactions 
provide states and private actors with valuable information, it could also mean 
that we would expose those at the bottom of the pyramid to the risk (and para-
noia) of the virtual  space—identity theft , fraud,  errors—that has come with the 
rise of the Internet. It is a risk many have learned to accept in a world of digitized 
transactions of all kinds, but does that mean that everyone should?

As great the risks may be, the potential democratizing gains of big data are 
grand, as Maurer argues at the end of his paper here. Data collected from elec-
tronic value transfers make up what he calls an “individual or collective prop-
erty,” an archive of “big data” that, like a memory bank, should be shaped by and 
accessible to all. If total, free access to this data bank of fi nancial transactions 
were possible, it could, like WikiLeaks, serve to democratize relevant, previously 
classifi ed data—for anyone and free of charge.
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The great enthusiasm with which the international development commu-
nity has embraced it seems to indicate that mobile money may be just another 
extension of the world’s love aff air with the mobile phone. Unless, of course, it 
does indeed change the lives of the poor by opening up formerly inaccessible 
markets, be they fi nancial, commodity, or information markets. Maurer’s essay 
here seems to indicate the latter.

References

Maurer, Bill. 2006. “The Anthropology of Money.” Annual Review of Anthropology 35, 
15–36.

Roy, Ananya. 2010. Poverty Capital: Microfi nance and the Making of Development. New 
York: Routledge.

Zuckerman, Ethan. 2010. “Decentralizing the Mobile Phone: A Second ict4d Revolu-
tion?” In “Special Edition 2010: Harvard Forum II Essays,” special issue Information 
Technology and International Development 6, 99–103.





Section 2

The Ethics of Encounter

The chapters and essays presented in this section challenge the boundaries of 
traditional poverty research, instead taking up as objects of analysis  middle- class 
interlocutors, bureaucracies of poverty, and practices of the self. We are inter-
ested in the spaces and moments of encounter in poverty action, and in the 
institutions and practices that create such  encounters—from the millennial 
volunteer trip abroad to legal and juridical systems to philanthropic founda-
tions. Such encounters are the sites of awkward encounter and generate new 
subjectivities and questions. We pay particular attention to the aff ective econ-
omies of poverty work. Finally, this section invites readers to think about the 
temporalities of  poverty—the ways in which poverty is situated relationally in 
time, oft en in the past, and how to imagine progress is also to conjure the future.

ESC
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Disaster Markets and the Poverty Factory

Vincanne Adams

Disaster Markets

The waters . . . are receding but the damage is done.
—John Schwartz 2012

More than ever,  large- scale fl ood and hurricane disasters are occurring at an 
unprecedented rate. Counting only the eighteen largest between 2001 and 2012 
in the United States alone, these disasters accounted for roughly 3,600 offi  cially 
reported deaths and over $281 billion in damages.1 As climate change prom-
ises more disasters causing human and infrastructural devastation, it is worth 
exploring how disasters and our responses now form a growing sector of our 
economy, managed by both  public-  and  private- sector interests.2

How we manage disasters tells us a great deal about how we manage poverty 
more generally and how well these strategies are working.  Disaster- induced pov-
erty generates public and private responses, authorizing a neoliberal form of “di-
saster capitalism” (Klein 2007) that persists long aft er disasters’ initial impacts. 
Elsewhere I have explored how long- term recovery in post- Katrina New Orleans 
was also orchestrated by principles of market rule, tethering private for- profi t 
interests not only to federally subcontracted relief but also to charity, volunteer, 
and “nonprofi t” rebuilding (Adams 2013). As the safety net is increasingly pri-
vatized to profi t and nonprofi t entities, opportunities arise for what Roy (2012) 
calls an ethicalization of market rule (putting ideas about social responsibility 
into the logics of private profi t). In this chapter, I build on the post- Katrina case 
to explore whether or not these new public and private assemblages work eff ec-
tively to both ethicalize markets and relieve  disaster- induced poverty or whether, 
alternatively, they create new opportunities for capitalization that perpetuate and 
extend poverty in new ways.3

Disasters, Responsibility and Revolving Doors

Disasters are far from natural; they are nearly always intimately tied to growth 
industries of neoliberal capitalism, from the augmented crisis of environmen-
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tal hazards associated with climate change to the social, infrastructural, and 
 human- made environmental conditions that produce vulnerable people (Bolin 
1982; Calhoun 2006, 2008; Erikson 1995; Freudenberg et al. 2009; Johnson 2011; 
Klinenberg 1999, 2002;  Oliver- Smith 1996). In the case of fl oods and hurri-
canes in the United States, the growth industries surrounding the building 
of aqueducts and destruction of wetlands as natural protective barriers have 
played a huge role in the devastation caused by coastal hurricanes (Freuden-
berg et al. 2009). Federally subcontracted private corporations work through 
 revolving- door relationships with government agencies like the Army Corps 
of Engineers and the merged offi  ces of fema and Homeland Security, under-
mining eff ective federal support for civil infrastructure and contributing to the 
creation of risk zones. With profi ts in the mix, these agencies spend less and 
less of their federal funds on maintenance and repair of roads, bridges, aque-
ducts, levees, and fl oodplains, and more money on foreign oil and energy wars 
(Klein 2008; Calhoun 2006; Carde 2008). Added to this situation is the relative 
rise in low- income built environments (trailer parks, substandard housing) in 
high- risk areas that are particularly vulnerable to storm and fl ood destruction. 
Rising oceans and polar vortex eff ects aff ect communities built in what have 
now become vulnerable places. Here, preexisting patterns of poverty in relation 
to accessibility of evacuation, public notifi cation for evacuations, medical care, 
and temporary housing also explain in large part how natural weather patterns 
become disasters, contributing to greater poverty (Klinenberg 1999). Finally, 
disasters usually authorize opportunities for the growth of disaster capitalism 
by mobilizing the neoliberal responses that allow for- profi t industries to decide 
how and what type of recovery is warranted, bypassing many of the normal 
democratic and legislative processes that would enable careful deliberation, reg-
ulation, and legislative oversight of the industries called in to help (Laquer 1989; 
Calhoun 2004, 2008; Fassin and Vasquez 2005; Lakoff  2010; Roberts 2010).4 
Together these circumstances explain how market principles enable disasters 
to create, sustain, and entrench poverty.

What is less well understood is how capitalism also structures the long- term 
recovery of communities aft er a disaster. In the case of Hurricane Katrina, we 
know that allowing military subcontractors to provide the fi rst line of relief led to 
inept responsiveness and human rights abuses during the immediate aft ermath 
of storms and fl oods (Eggers 2009; Dyson 2005; Lipsitz 2006; Giroux 2006), 
but the fl oods were just the beginning of the disaster. A  second- order disaster 
was ushered in by a multiyear recovery process that used similar mechanisms 
of  market- driven private and for- profi t companies to do the humanitarian work 
of delivering federally supported recovery assistance (Adams 2013). When these 
failed, recovery was left  to charity and nonprofi t grassroots volunteer organiza-
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tions. As post- Katrina New Orleans suggests, however, even the charity sector 
that has grown to fi ll in the gaping holes in the safety net was aff ected by prin-
ciples of market rule, shedding light on how well (or how poorly) pro- market 
strategies actually work for recovery.

In what follows, I argue that pro- market arrangements of charity work 
through an aff ect economy that mobilizes volunteer workers in and through 
sentiments of ethical responsibility. In step with neoliberal propositions, these 
arrangements off er new opportunities to shift  our sensibility of how to make 
markets work in ethical (pro- poor) ways. At the same time, I also show how they 
can displace responsibility for recovery onto victims even while allowing profi ts 
to be made on the unpaid labor of volunteers. Relationships between disasters 
and capitalism may create a poverty factory that fi rst allows profi ts to be made 
by businesses that, directly or indirectly, help create disasters, then allows profi ts 
to be made on disaster relief, and then fi nally, allows profi ts to be made on the 
unpaid and underpaid labor resources that actually do the work of recovery over 
the long run. All of these mechanisms, as I will show, run the risk of producing 
poverty even while ostensibly working toward its eradication.

Public Distributions of Disaster Risk/Private Allocations of Disaster Profi t

How well do  market- based strategies work to help people recover and avoid 
poverty aft er disasters? The abysmal performance in helping New Orleanians 
recover and rebuild their city off ers an example of one of the most telling in-
dictments of the privatization of federally funded humanitarian work ever seen.

The displacement of more than one million people from the Gulf region 
during and aft er Hurricanes Katrina and Rita and the fl ooding of Greater New 
Orleans 2005 mobilized a set of responses that, over a roughly  seven- year pe-
riod, enabled only about 75 percent of displaced residents to return and rebuild.5 
Estimates are that some 140,000 residents were never able to return, but even 
those who did were subjected to a grueling, debilitating battle against the very 
programs deployed to help them, raising questions about why and how it could 
have taken this long, particularly given that an estimated $120.5 billion (roughly 
$45 billion of it from the federal government alone) was mobilized to help speed 
up the process.6 People wondered: where did all the money really go?

Consider the options for help that were made available to returning residents. 
All of them were  market- oriented infrastructures that enabled profi ts to be made 
on the business of humanitarian aid. Start with insurance companies: those who 
had insurance coverage for hurricane damage learned that they would not be el-
igible for payouts for damages that could be attributed to fl oods unless they also 
had fl ood insurance. Although homeowners argued that the hurricane caused the 
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fl oods, and lobbied the U.S. Senate to require insurers to pay for fl ood damages, 
legislators refused to put this burden on insurance companies. This is despite 
the fact that the government initially supported the opposite claim in order to 
protect the Army Corps of Engineers from responsibility, saying fl oods were due 
to the Hurricane storm surge rather than lack of repairs to levees. Most families 
were only able to collect minimal funds from insurance based on damages they 
could prove were from the hurricane but not fl oods.7 Protecting the interests of 
insurance companies over those of homeowners ensured that most of the cost 
of recovery would be borne by homeowners themselves.

A second resource available to residents was the federally insured loan pro-
gram, off ered through the Small Business Administration (sba), a program that 
was leveraged to help disaster victims during the Roosevelt Administration. 
To participate in this program, residents had to show some form of collateral, 
which for people who were “wiped out” meant being a good credit risk by sim-
ply having a job or equity in savings or property. The sba loan program created 
opportunities for local banks to benefi t with little risk by off ering loans that were 
federally guaranteed. But for homeowners, this meant taking on additional debt 
beyond what they already carried on mortgages for homes they could no longer 
live in. In some cases, loan money was used to pay back taxes on properties that 
had been sitting in disrepair while homeowners struggled for year upon year 
to fi nd a way to rebuild. This use of “poverty capital” is not unprecedented in 
the United States (Roy 2010), but the predatory character of it during the years 
aft er hurricane Katrina was made visible in the large number of people who were 
dragged into poverty even while non- debt- creating federal resources should 
have been enough to prevent anyone from this fate.

Third, one of the lynchpin recovery programs was the Louisiana Recovery 
Authority’s Road Home Program. This state program was designed give federal 
funds to homeowners for the diff erence between what their insurance paid and 
the cost of rebuilding their home. Here too, the market was brought in; this pro-
gram was subcontracted to a private, for- profi t company called icf International 
in a no- bid (noncompetitive) opportunity to run the program it designed. This 
company received over $10.3 billion in federal funds to help people, and despite 
the claim that they disbursed $8.95 billion in funds to 129,880 applicants, nearly 
half of the homeowners who applied for help from the Road Home Program did 
not get it. Meanwhile, icf made profi ts on its contract from the very beginning. 
It initially went public with ipo stock off erings at $12 per share in 2006, a month 
before they were actually awarded the contract. A month later, when news of the 
Road Home contract was made public, their stock rose by 30 percent.

For homeowners trying to recover, the process of obtaining Road Home funds 
was long and complicated, sometimes taking up to four or even fi ve years, and 
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oft en resulting in settlements through arbitration that were far lower than what 
homeowners needed to rebuild.8 The tactics used by icf to audit legitimacy of 
claims and to off er payouts were surprisingly frustrating to residents, including 
homes being undervalued, claims of lost paperwork, refusals to accept affi  da-
vits in lieu of lost title papers, and inexplicable nonresponsiveness. Though the 
performance of this company was enough to prompt the formation of a citizen’s 
action group (Citizens Road Home Action Team, or chat), icf rewarded its 
executives with $2 million in bonuses, and they watched their stock grow to $33 
per share in 2010 as their contract with Road Home came to an end and they 
obtained other new federal contracts. People were literally dying in their fema 
trailers waiting for funds while the company posted reports to shareholders 
about their strong fi scal performance.

One of the most visible signs that the relief and recovery arrangements 
encouraged the privatization of profi ts and public distribution of risk was the 
case of the fema trailers. In 2009, four years aft er the disaster, people still 
living in their trailers were off ered the opportunity to buy their trailer for 
$25,000. The fact that Halliburton and Bechtel, among other federal subcon-
tractors, had billed the government roughly $229,000 for each fema trailer 
they had made and shipped to New Orleans, in the initial months aft er the 
fl oods receded, gave these residents pause over the charge of $25,000. When 
it was learned these trailers contained dangerous levels of formaldehyde, the 
off er was withdrawn. Homeowners felt that had they each been given $229,000 
at the outset, they could have both bought a trailer and rebuilt their homes 
quite quickly. The upward siphoning of federal funds toward for- profi t corpo-
rations enabled these companies to make money on the business of “helping 
others” but produced remarkable ineffi  ciencies when it came to helping New 
Orleanians recover.

The risks of capitalization for recovery were borne in large part by the resi-
dents and in virtually no part by the companies that were brought in to help. The 
production of poverty in and through these structural arrangements of disaster 
capitalism is evident in the fact that despite the large outpouring of government 
funds, the city did not eliminate its federally subsidized poverty. A few short 
years aft er Katrina, the city eliminated all but one of its public housing units 
and permanently displaced a large number of its poorest families (Adams, Van 
Hattum, and English 2009), but even six years later the city still had similarly 
high rates of families requesting federal support for housing assistance, only this 
time it was for  middle- class elderly neighborhoods where people once owned 
their homes. With the abysmal failure of the publicly funded for- profi t subcon-
tractors called in to help with recovery, residents soon learned that the only real 
help would come from charities.
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Responding to Need: The Charity Sector

William Foster,  fi ft y- three years old, was living in his fema trailer on the front 
lawn of his single story brick home in Gentilly when we fi rst met him. His story 
was typical of many returning residents. He’d been in his fema trailer nearly 
two years already. His  single- story  shotgun- style brick house that he could see 
sitting there, a mere twenty feet from the side window on his trailer, was still 
completely uninhabitable. It had been gutted and stripped to studs, and was 
somewhat moldy. Wiring in the walls was exposed, and there were a few rem-
nants of bathroom fi xtures, sinks, and countertops in rooms that had yet to be 
completely reamed out.

William was waiting to hear back from the Road Home program about his 
request for help. Insurance had only paid for damage to his roof, a paltry fi ve 
thousand dollars. He fi gured he would need another eighty to a hundred thou-
sand dollars to rebuild, and even though he was frustrated by the long wait, he 
was hopeful funding would come through from the state program and he’d be 
back in his house by the end of the year. Sitting in his little trailer, with piles 
of correspondence nearly covering his available counter space and the ledges 
behind the  built- in dining seat, he started to talk about how hard it was to deal 
with all the losses. “It’s crowded in here,” he said. “Can you imagine having 
a family of four living in one of these?” I couldn’t. The tiny toilet at one end 
wedged between a shower stall and a sink was hardly big enough for one person. 
The bed fi lled up the other end of the trailer, making it so there was virtually 
no real space to live in. Sitting at the table that fi lled up the midsection of the 
trailer, I felt sick to my stomach. “Two years now,” he said. “I’m going on two 
years now in this trailer.”

William was quick to tell us that the only people who really helped him aft er 
Katrina were the “church folks, the volunteers.” Indeed, New Orleans witnessed 
the largest outpouring of grassroots, charity, nongovernmental, and  faith- based 
volunteerism ever seen in the United States. Of the top ten charities that came 
to help rebuild the city, calculated by the size of their contributions, most of 
them were faith based (Sparks 2009; De Vita and Kramer 2008). Some charities 
started with minimal resources and a few hands: missionary evangelicals who 
set up ministries in their garages, or social justice–oriented church groups who 
formed rebuilding associations that went house to house and gutted, demol-
ished, and hauled away debris. Other groups were already established charities: 
the Salvation Army, Feeding America, the American Red Cross, Catholic Char-
ities, Habitat for Humanity. the Good News Camp, organized by the Disaster 
Pastor Network, Jerry Davis Ministries/Christian World Assemblies, appeared 
spontaneously in City Park in the weeks aft er the fl oods receded and, living in 
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tents and using an open- air kitchen, eventually funneled some 17,000 volunteers 
from all over the world to homes, families, and neighborhoods that needed help.

William told us that a church group had come through sometime around 
February of 2007. It was a group of African American kids from a church in 
Florida. They were “big guys” he said. “They looked like a football team. I was 
so relieved. They just came in and started to empty it out.” Wearing masks and 
gloves, “they just dug in,” he said. “They ripped it all down to the studs, those 
guys. I couldn’t believe it. I was so grateful to them.” He got up and walked a 
few steps to his “bedroom,” where he reached into the crack between the wall 
and his bed and pulled out a Bible. “I’m not really religious,” he said, “but they 
left  this Bible. You know, it reminds me of how much they did for me. I keep it 
right near my bed, in eyesight when I wake up in the morning. It gives me hope.”

That churches and charities have played such an enormous role in disaster re-
covery programs of the past decades is not surprising. Although charity’s role in 
creating social safety nets outside of government institutions in the United States 
is not new (Bartkowski and Regis 2003; Wuthnow 2004; Cnaan 2002), George 
Bush Sr.’s famous 1989 call for charity groups to rise up like a thousand points of 
light and fi ll in where the government could not (or would not) take care of the 
needy initiated a stream of government eff orts that would make it possible for 
charities to become the fi rst, and oft en only, resort for many Americans in need. 
The post–Bush Sr. era has off ered altogether new commitments to growing the 
charity sector, forming a whole new chapter in the long history of government 
support for disaster relief, evading ethical conundrums that government aid 
might have aroused over concerns of moral hazard and the calibration of wor-
thy vs. unworthy recipients of government help (Dauber 2008). By privatizing 
federal assistance programs through the charity world, the government washes 
its hands of moral hazard while growing this sector of the economy.

Today, new government programs help orchestrate and grow the charity sec-
tor, as well as the volunteers who fi ll their ranks. The Points of Light Foundation 
(later Points of Light Institute), for example, was formed in 1990 as a nonprofi t 
agency with federal funding under Bush Sr. as an explicit eff ort to augment 
 charity- based solutions to social welfare problems. The federal Corporation for 
National and Community Service, cncs, designed in 1993 by Stephen Gold-
smith (who also designed the Points of Light Campaign and Institute), is the 
government’s solution to the neoliberal challenge of taking care of those in need 
without growing big government. cncs recruits and places volunteers to do 
service work in the nation’s neediest sectors (including education, health care, 
disaster relief, environment, and care for veterans). Now twenty years old, they 
advertise that, through organizations like theirs and others, one in four Ameri-
cans now volunteer. cncs is set up as a corporation so that it has more autonomy 
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than other government agencies, operating as a public–private partnership. It is 
one of the main donors for the Points of Light Institute, but both organizations 
also raise money directly from the private sector through corporate and private 
wealth philanthropy.

It is important to note that the growth of the nongovernmental charity sector 
in disasters has not necessarily decreased the amount of federal resources that 
are spent. Calhoun noted that the charity sector in relation to disasters alone was 
a $10 billion a year industry (Calhoun 2006: 24), but in 2011 U.S. domestic federal 
disaster relief spending alone exceeded $32 billion.9 Today, disaster recovery fuels 
an industry that is both public and private, nonprofi t and for profi t. Wolch (1990) 
warned that fueling such organizations through government funding and later 
through government regulatory processes would undermine the independence 
and autonomy of private volunteer charities. “As voluntary organizations become 
more central to the legitimacy of the welfare state,” Wolch (1990: 189) writes, 
“their daily practices of planning and management, staffi  ng and service delivery 
can be expected to come under increasing scrutiny.” In fact, I would argue that 
the opposite has come true. Today, the state still relies on the charity sector to 
do  safety- net work, but it does so in ways that endorse free- market legislative 
priorities rather than  public- sector priorities and lessens government regulation 
at every step of the way.

The charity sector has grown since the 1990s in the United States at a rate 
that exceeds population growth. The number of 501(c)(3) organizations has more 
than quadrupled in the past thirty years, and social welfare organizations and 
nonprofi ts, including those devoted to disaster assistance work,10 grew from a 
roughly 1.1 million to 1.9 million.11 The growth of the nonprofi t sector in response 
to disasters has grown large enough today to spawn its own satellite industries. 
aidmatrix is an online relief and recovery agency network and distribution 
matrix support structure (getting donors connected to causes and making sure 
they can keep track of where there money or resources go). InterAction is an 
international ngo with similar goals, “respond[ing] to numerous natural di-
sasters and complex emergencies around the globe, providing direct relief and 
support to aff ected populations.”12 The Center for Disaster Philanthropy is an-
other such nonprofi t organization, off ering “the tools, expert analysis, and stra-
tegic one- on- one guidance to maximize the impact of dollars given for disaster 
preparedness, relief, and recovery.”13 One can even get a master’s in fundraising 
for philanthropy these days. The University of Indiana, has “The Fund Raising 
School,” which “helps thousands of fundraising professionals per year around 
the world achieve new levels of success.”14 Finally, the charity sector now has 
its own nonprofi t ngos (Charity and Guidestar, for instance), which are in the 
business of auditing the performance of charities.15
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Charity organizations remain an important  private- sector solution to the 
neoliberal state’s problem of not wanting to give direct support for the public 
safety net, and will likely be so for a long time. We should keep in mind, though, 
that for all the good these organizations do, they are tax- exempt and they oft en 
rely on a largely volunteer labor pool.

Failed Recovery

On our second visit with William, he was still in his fema trailer. It was well into 
his third year post- Katrina. And he had not come much closer to his  hoped- for 
return to living in his home. Compared with his optimism during our fi rst visit, 
he was now visibly depressed. He missed the neighborhood, the people he may 
not have known intimately but was friendly with—the people who made him 
feel at home because they were familiar faces. Only a few were back. “We’re 
banding together again,” he said. “We help each other out. We keep an eye on 
the homes that are left .” This had become more and more important because 
theft  had become a huge problem. People would come back aft er a day at the 
Road Home offi  ces and fi nd that their old appliances had been taken, stolen by 
scavengers trading in metal and copper for cash. Worse, even new appliances 
they’d purchased to put back in their homes would be stolen, “right out from 
under their noses” while they slept in their trailers. It just felt like “a total col-
lapse of society,” he said. It was “as if everything had been taken away, even our 
sense of integrity.”

He continued to tell us about his job. He previously worked as a city inspector, 
in the planning and permit department. He went back to work six months ago, 
and he thought having his job again would help him get his mind off  the wait 
and the feeling of being “stuck.” But it didn’t. Going out to all these communities, 
and seeing how desperate people were only made him feel worse. He started to 
have doubts about whether he would ever be able to rebuild. So many people 
were struggling. His story was not unique. It was the norm.

While waiting, William became more and more depressed. He began to col-
lect old  wrought- iron grills, gates, and yard furniture that he found in emptied 
lots and un- gutted homes. He gathered them at fi rst as a kind of service to his 
neighborhood. He fi gured if people returned, they’d be able to come retrieve 
their property. He stored them all in a backyard open- air garage behind his 
home. Over the many months, however, his intentions to help others return 
and recover started to shift . He started to realize that people were not coming 
back. For one reason or another, they gave up. It was as if a collective sense of 
possibility had been swamped, literally overturned, by the largesse of the devas-
tation. He started to feel as if he were sinking from the weight of it. He now saw 
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himself as a scavenger, not unlike those who had been collecting copper from old 
appliances. His collection of ironworks became an  obsession—something that 
kept him  focused—an activity that gave him a reason to get out of his trailer. It 
had also become a possible source of income. He envisioned being able to clean 
all this trash up and sell it to make money, and he needed money now, since he 
had been put on leave from his work as an inspector.

William’s life had become a vivid example of postdiluvian survival and pov-
erty. He kept trying to tell himself that things might get better, but gradually 
he realized these thoughts were a fi ction he would tell himself to lift  his mood. 
Eventually, that fi ction too became a burden. He was drift ing in and out of de-
pression. When I asked to see him again in 2009, he fi rst said yes but then called 
back a day before the meeting time to say that he’d have to cancel, saying simply, 
“Today isn’t a good day.” He said he just wasn’t feeling up to it, and I detected a 
shaky tone in his voice, as if he were on the verge of tears. A few months later, 
when I was able to meet him again, he apologized for having canceled and 
confessed that he had not wanted to talk because he was embarrassed. He felt 
ashamed of the fact that he had not made any progress on his home, that he was 
still stuck in his trailer, plunged in poverty in a way he only imagined happened 
to others, but not him. He kept talking about how long he’d been stuck, and the 
thought that he was still stuck a year aft er we had seen him just overwhelmed 
him. He was shaky and tearful. It was too much for me too. Like in most of the 
interviews I did with returning residents, I also began to cry.

The Affect Economy and Its Surplus Values

In the wake of a disaster, emotions run high. Dramatic images circulate 
alongside startling statistics of lives lost and billions of dollars in dam-
ages. . . . We’re moved to do  something—anything—to help. Immediate 
needs must be met. Lives must be saved and vital functions restored.
— The Center for Disaster Philanthropy (Mission Statement 

Used for Soliciting Donations

Stories like that of William are important. They are important because they 
help orient us to the ways that aff ective experiences plunge through and pierce 
our comfortable narratives about how and why poverty exists, and about what 
might be done to address it. The sense of helplessness felt by William, and by 
so many others who live through the double disaster of not only storms and 
fl oods, but also delayed or stagnated recovery, is a key ingredient of the story of 
 disaster- induced poverty. Aff ect directs us to share in the experiences of suff er-
ing and to imagine some connection to it. And this, in the end, is what drives 
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a recovery process that relies on charity and volunteer labor, and it is what an 
economy that grows the charity sector relies on in order to work.

Disasters generate a type of aff ective surplus, an excess of emotion that be-
gins with the victims of disaster and spills over into the communities that are 
roused to volunteer and help in the recovery process. Aff ect is built into the 
recovery industry as not just an experience but as a productive resource that, as 
we will see, enables money to be made on poverty. It circulates as a stimulus to 
productivity and as a surplus that can be transformed into fi scal profi ts for good 
causes. Some have described how “cause marketing” works in international de-
velopment in ways that create an outpouring of fi scal support for humanitarian 
interventions and/or microfi nance to pay for it (Roy 2010). Humanitarian relief 
oft en relies on representations of ‘suff ering strangers’ (Butt 2002; Maalki 1995; 
James 2010; Moodie 2013) and these representations traffi  c in aff ect in order to 
generate much needed aid. Similarly, in the United States, disaster zones arouse 
volunteer support by way of representational strategies that produce aff ect, and 
this aff ect is used in marketing the cause and arousing volunteer support: it may 
also play an important role in concealing the dynamics that enable unpaid labor 
to be another source of profi t making.16 How does this work?

People want to volunteer, in part, because it feels diff erent than working 
for pay. Muehlebach (2011), writing about volunteer labor in contemporary 
Italy, notes that volunteer work enables people to rekindle a sense of belong-
ing once found in older regimes of labor that have been abandoned or lost in 
a post- Fordist economy. In post- Katrina New Orleans, volunteers uniformly 
talked about similar feelings of emotional reward that came from providing 
help to people who needed it (Adams 2013). Through churches, these volunteers 
sometimes called themselves “kingdom laborers” and on the ground they talked 
about “putting the gospel to hands and feet.” Outside of the churches, similar 
commitments to helping people were articulated around an ethic of American 
patriotism of building communities back “from the ground up,” or of being “the 
foot soldiers” for recovery. The notion that volunteers helped people to “pull 
themselves up by their own bootstraps” was used in a collective  sense—volun-
teers were “in it together” with the victims. In the neoliberal arrangement that 
called upon charity to drive the economy and to engender a sense of collective 
self- responsibility is noteworthy, lending credence to the notion that charity was 
“ethicalizing market rule.”

Far beyond New Orleans, the ranks of volunteers in America are vast. People 
with charitable intentions sign on as volunteers or as “voluntourists,” oft en ab-
sorbing the entire cost of travel, lodging, and food in the places where they work. 
Called to action by the aff ective pull of service, these volunteers sometimes even 
pay to do volunteer work. Just because the labor is free, however, does not mean 
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that money is not circulating in the charity sector. In fact, it is partially the way 
in which aff ect can be transformed into free labor that enables charities to not 
only survive (and do good work) but also that makes this sector of the economy 
so attractive to neoliberal policymaking.

The Charity Business

What kind of economic sector is charity, aft er all? Beyond the many small ngo 
nonprofi ts that have risen up like a thousand points of light to rebuild the safety 
net, there are also large corporate and nongovernmental organizations involved 
in this sector. Indeed, neoliberal arrangements don’t necessarily eliminate gov-
ernment so much as drive  decision- making and resource allocation to the mar-
ket on the way to helping people. Thus, it is important to note that aff ect here is 
leveraged all the way from the level of the state, through organizations like the 
Corporation for National and Community Service and the Points of Light Insti-
tute. One of the newest players in this sector is HandsOn Network, a nonprofi t 
volunteer organization deploying hundreds of thousands of volunteers and plac-
ing them in organizations like AmeriCorps, Teach for America, HealthCorps, 
and Vista, as well as in hundreds of small nonprofi t grassroots organizations 
that operate on the ground in postdisaster settings across the country. In 2014 
HandsOn Network boasted mobilizing more than 2.6 million volunteers, which 
they valued at “$576 million in human capital toward our nation’s critical prob-
lems.”17 In 2010 HandsOn merged with the Points of Light Institute and created 
the largest volunteer network in the history of the United States.

Like its predecessors, HandsOn Network operates in an interstitial space 
that is both public and  private—funded with public money and protected by 
public legislation but also able to operate with the autonomy of a  private- sector 
company. It is not publicly traded (yet), but as a nongovernmental nonprofi t 
organization, it is able to leverage federal allocations to raise additional money 
through large corporate philanthropy from donors like Fidelity Investments, 
American Express, Target, and the University of Phoenix, among others, and 
these donor companies play an important role in the networks’ sense of purpose 
(while taking tax deductions for their philanthropic giving).

In reality, as the private sector is asked to take on more and more responsibil-
ity for relief and recovery work (as evidenced by the public–private structure of 
federally supported organizations and by the amount of corporate wealth that is 
used to sustain them), there has been a steady encroachment of  market- driven 
values in the charity sector. That is, the charity volunteer industry has increas-
ingly come to look and feel a lot like the for- profi t corporate world. Charity 
Navigator describes this well:



Disaster Markets and the Poverty Factory • 163

Many of these charities are complex organizations, with  multi- million dollar bud-
gets, hundreds of employees, and thousands of constituents. Most charity execu-
tives could inevitably make much more running similarly sized for- profi t fi rms. 
Charities provide vital, life- saving tasks such as providing food, collecting and 
distributing blood, and providing medical care. In order to attract the kinds of 
executives that can provide the leadership these organizations need, charities must 
off er a competitive salary. (Heck 2007)

A good example is this advertisement from 2012 for executive leadership at the 
Points of Light Institute:

Points of Light is looking for a strategic and innovative individual to develop 
relationships and fi nancial support from a portfolio of external facing corporate 
prospects to revenue goals and develop Points of Light’s Programs division. This 
individual will be required to prospect for and secure new business as well as grow 
existing accounts with a defi ned  multi- million revenue goal. Additionally, the Vice 
President must be able to eff ectively work across teams to ensure the execution 
of corporate partnership goals and success. This is a leadership position based 
in Atlanta that is integral to the development team’s ability to support signature 
programs at Points of Light that will propel the organization’s capacity to ignite a 
new spirit of service and civic engagement across the world.18

Today, the job of doing big- business charity entails much of the same skill set one 
would fi nd on Wall Street, where fundraising entails far more than hanging out 
one’s tin cup and asking for money for a worthy cause. It now entails managing 
investment portfolios and looking for business opportunities that will grow to 
meet revenue goals that will generate enough to not only run the business but 
also create new corporate investment opportunities for growth. This is not a 
criticism. This is a reality of the world of nonprofi ts today.

Under neoliberal policies that favor the business model for not just the com-
mercial sector but for all social sectors, nonprofi ts are forced to compete with 
the for- profi t sector. As Bishop and Green (2010) have illustrated, this means 
they oft en end up having to do things just like the for- profi t sector to stay in 
business. Take this interview with a leader in the world of market philanthropy 
for the health sector. When asked, “How has philanthropy changed?” he said:

Over the last couple of decades, an enormous amount of wealth has been created 
in the private sector. Many of the people who have benefi ted the most have sought 
to give back to society by forming foundations and other organizations that drive 
social change. Their arrival in that landscape has really transformed philanthropy.

They are playing diff erently from the way that many of the traditional philan-
thropists have played. They are more willing to engage the private sector to be 
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part of the solution. They take a  business- style approach to problem solving. Their 
vision of themselves as social entrepreneurs has changed the way philanthropy is 
carried out.19

The optimists see this as a win- win scenario in which money (and strategic 
planning) are fi nally pouring into the coff ers and offi  ces of those who do social 
good. But such arrangements might have a down side as well. The problem of 
compensation is just the beginning of the challenges for a charity sector that 
relies on the private, for- profi t world. In leveraging public funds to raise private 
donations, these organizations subject themselves to new kinds of demands. 
Taking large sponsorship from the corporate world and even partnering with 
large for- profi t corporations can mean adopting performance measures that are 
more suited to the corporate sector and the markets they serve than they are 
to the public sector. Jones (2007) describes this as a process in which corporate 
sponsorship starts to transform into a kind of corporate governance managed 
all the way down through its accounting, investing, and management practices. 
Jenkins (2011) refers to the way that corporate philanthropy infl uences nonprofi t 
and humanitarian work as a form of “muscle philanthropy.”

John Arena (2012) describes the downside of allowing nonprofi t ngos to 
decide how to protect the interests of the poor when they are under the pres-
sure of for- profi t interests. Even before Hurricane Katrina, but particularly in 
its aft ermath, nonprofi t organizations became coopted as part of the neoliberal 
industrial complex and, in the end, advanced the interests of developers over 
those of low- income publics who needed subsidies for housing. Privatization, 
he notes, killed the radical call for  public- sector rules and regulations that were 
ultimately needed to protect the interests of the poor.

In perhaps the most ironic twist in this story, for- profi t federal subcontractors 
now see opportunities to invest in the world of charity in order to sustain their 
access to federal safety net funding. icf International decided to get involved 
in the nonprofi t volunteer business when, in 2009, it merged with a company 
called Macro that specialized in services in the social sector, including victim 
services and disaster relief. As part of their new growth strategy, icf noted its 
desire to partner with grassroots  faith- based groups: “Currently, icf is working 
with a wide range of  faith- based and neighborhood partnerships throughout the 
country, providing expert training and technical assistance in an eff ort to help 
these programs improve their programming, build their capacity, and enhance 
their ability to promote self- suffi  ciency for individuals, families, and communi-
ties” (Good, Orell, and Hercik 2009; icf Macro n.d.).20

If evidence from icfs work in post- Katrina New Orleans suggests that there 
are numerous obstacles that get in the way of turning for- profi t work into eff ec-
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tive humanitarian relief, then we should probably ask what their commitments 
to the charity sector will do. Since charities are already eff ective at the grassroots 
level, it is hard to imagine how companies like icf International will make this 
work. In many ways, it looks suspiciously rather like this will simply amount to 
a form of  double- dipping at the trough of disaster capitalism.

The shift  in the way capital fl ows in and out of the public and private sectors 
to fuel and support a postdisaster public safety net is one in which the outcomes 
feel promising. There are, in fact, clear positives to these new arrangements, not 
least of which is that nonprofi ts are oft en able to respond in much more pluralis-
tic ways to people in need. Moreover, there are diff erences in the degree to which 
market forces are able to penetrate these charities, with churches being better 
able to resist pressure from both the market and corporate donor demands than 
other nonprofi t groups. Still, the growth of the disaster relief ngo charity sector 
constitutes a shift  in the public and private distributions of humanitarian and 
social services work, and its outcomes are still yet to be fully understood. There 
is a largely undertheorized set of diff erences between for- profi t philanthropy and 
nonprofi t work even though they are now being merged (Brakman Reiser 2008).

One thing for sure is that these industries rely on a lot of unpaid and un-
derpaid labor, and this labor is productive in ways that exceed the immediate 
emotional, social, and physical benefi ts to recipients and volunteers. Volunteers 
generate a surplus, calibrated in social capital and emotional rewards but also in 
fi scal profi ts. Aff ect does a sort of double work here: it arouses the call to labor, 
and it conceals the ways that profi ts fl ow into and upward in this industry, taking 
resources away from the people who need it most who are trying to rebuild or 
dig out of their new poverty. To the extent that charities must now be attentive 
to growing their business investments, paying retention bonuses, and seeking 
new revenue sources, the question might be raised of what is not getting done 
for the poor with that money.

The Virtuous Circle and the Un-  and Underpaid Labor It Relies On

Again, putting profi t into the mix of humanitarian relief and social services is 
seen by some to be a virtuous circle in which everyone potentially wins, includ-
ing executives as well as those who volunteer and those who receive the help 
of volunteers. Aft er watching the eff ects of volunteer charity in New Orleans, 
it would be hard to disagree with this view. At the same time, the New Orleans 
case also foregrounded some of what Roy (following Derrida) identifi es in her 
introduction to this volume as the aporias emerging in our attempts to ad-
dress poverty. Here too is an irresolvable incompleteness of translation, in this 
case between market rule and humanitarianism. As helping the poor (or those 
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made poor by disaster) becomes an ethical option (rather than a government 
guarantee), and as more and more for- profi t companies are asked to invest in 
these social causes by way of charity (oft en lending not only funds but business 
advice), it is important to pay attention to not only how money is made and how 
charity businesses are sustained but also how the labor of charity gets done, who 
pays for it, and who profi ts from it.

There are, of course, diff erences between disaster recovery volunteers and 
the low- paid volunteers who work for AmeriCorps, Teach for America, Amer-
iSaves, vista, and the like, who are oft en pre- professional interns. Still these 
“volunteers” are connected through organizations like HandsOn Network, and 
they play similar roles in relation to the public safety net in that they both solve 
a problem for the economy: how to take care of those in need while shrinking 
government spending and allowing the charity sector to grow in the same way 
that for- profi t companies grow. Thus, in places like New Orleans, volunteer 
labor might be read in relation to the other activities of profi teering that were 
deployed in the disaster by companies that were subcontracted to help people 
rebuild but in large part failed to do so. And, as large companies like icf get 
in the mix of charity, competing with or working together with organizations 
like HandsOn Network and the cncs, one might ask: how much should they 
be paid and how much should they be allowed to profi t, in view of the fact that 
much of the actual work is being done by unpaid volunteers? If companies like 
HandsOn are calibrating the monetary value of their work ($700 million in man 
hours), who is shouldering the burden of this invisible capital other than the 
volunteers themselves, and what work does this invisible capital do to sustain 
 corporate- style profi ts at the top? Here, as the case of post- Katrina New Orle-
ans suggests, publics are oft en being asked to pay twice for the safety net: fi rst 
through taxation that pays for companies like icf to deliver federal aid, and then 
through their work as volunteers.

Even the use of volunteers in pre- professional internship tracks at organiza-
tions like HandsOn Network are part of a new assemblage that expands the role 
of unpaid or underpaid labor in the economy. Volunteering in low- paid intern-
ships removes a paid salary opportunity from the landscape and displaces older 
and more highly paid workers (which is especially true in public education). 
Small nonprofi ts in New Orleans complained about the temporary character 
of this workforce, which meant valuable time had to be spent retraining new 
volunteers annually, which took time away from project work and eff ectively 
eliminated long- term expertise. Enormous displacement of skilled craft smen 
by temporary volunteers in New Orleans completely reshaped the landscape of 
labor in the post- Katrina era.

These new unpaid and underpaid labor regimes are changing the dynamics 
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of wealth and poverty across the board in America. A diff erent kind of moral 
hazard arises in the use of labor that is unpaid and in the ways human suff ering 
is used to generate surplus wealth for others. This is particularly true when we 
consider that most of the poverty in America today is among the “working” poor. 
A HealthCorps intern who shadowed me for a day confessed to me that she was 
only being paid around nine thousand dollars for her year of full- time work at 
a northern California health clinic, and, to my surprise as well as hers, she was 
told by her supervisor on her fi rst day of work to take paid time off  to go stand 
in line to register for food stamps.

Considering that the minimum wage is 21.4 percent less today than it was 
in 1979,21 that 15.1 percent of people living in the United States live in poverty,22 
that the number of Americans living below the offi  cial poverty line in 2011 was 
46.2 million people,23 and that poverty persists today because of too many low 
wage jobs and single income households,24 the logic of creating ever larger cad-
res of unpaid or underpaid workers is somewhat inscrutable. Again, we should 
remember that this sector is making profi ts for some people.

The slow drift  in the world of humanitarian relief work from public and 
charity sectors to private for- profi t sectors (or some entangled blurring of the 
two) results in a growth industry in which stock trades and investment capital 
will surely fi gure as prominently in the measures of success as do outcomes for 
the public in need. The seamless drift  toward  market- driven models of charity 
starts with the recasting of the world of philanthropy as an industry that should 
use its business smarts to run the charity sector. It may end, however, with the 
formation of ever- new kinds of poverty.

The Poverty Factory

Optimists might talk about the privatization of  safety- net philanthropy as cre-
ating opportunities to ethicalize market rule, to get the private sector more 
involved in doing good work by being socially responsible. In fact, privatiz-
ing  safety- net responsibilities has made it possible for  decision- making about 
whether or not to help the poor to become a question of ethical choice (should 
I volunteer or not?) rather than a requirement of citizenship (through taxation 
and redistribution). We might ask, Have the new regimes of charity aff ected 
market rule in ways that make it more ethical in pro- poor ways, or is market 
rule aff ecting charity and subjecting it to the needs of profi t and accountability 
that have little to do with aid and much to do with executive bonuses?

The story told here about the pitfalls of thinking that poverty is a problem 
that can be solved in and through the for- profi t private sector is a cautionary one. 
Ananya Roy (2012) has interrogated the arrangements that allow global poverty 
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to become a source of market  profi t- making, reminding us that rhetorics that 
justify predatory microfi nance aid are oft en deployed in and through charity. It 
is time, perhaps, to recognize that these same dynamics are at work in the global 
core as well (albeit through arrangements) and post- Katrina New Orleans off ers 
a good case in point. Certainly for the case of  disaster- induced poverty, there 
are important questions that could be raised about not simply whether or not 
this arrangement works but also about what else it does besides, or sometimes 
instead of, the work of helping people who are recovering. As concerns over 
profi t indices start to seep into the nonprofi t world in ways that are nefarious 
and persistent, we need to ask more about what accounting and auditing prac-
tices work and for whose benefi t they are working. My interest is not necessarily 
in undermining this infrastructure, but rather in taking stock of our current 
predicament in order to understand how we might rethink the contours of our 
investments of time, aff ect and labor both paid and unpaid.
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The Privatization of Everything?

Rebecca Peters

During a period of fi eldwork in Cochabamba, Bolivia in June 2012, I witnessed 
the ways that socioeconomic status determined who had access to safe water 
and who did not. The reassertion of public control of water in Cochabamba 
aft er a privatization contract made water both inaccessible and unaff ordable is a 
frequently cited example of poor peoples’ movements overcoming transnational 
capitalist impulses. Despite the rejection of undemocratic models for water pro-
vision, contemporary advocates of privatization regard state institutions as ve-
hicles for enabling the handoff  of public services to the private sphere as part of 
a  market- based approach to international development. This manifestation of 
capitalist expansion is characterized by unfettered deregulation, undeterred by 
objections regarding the brutalities produced by structural adjustment policies 
on marginalized people harmed by patterns of exploitation and the removal of 
social protections such as aff ordable water pricing.

Adams’s discussion in this book of disaster capitalism sharpens my own aca-
demic focus on access to and control of water resources. Although her analytical 
fi eld is distinct from my own, the application of her insights provides me with 
critical theoretical tools to use in refl ecting on the complex intersections of pov-
erty, power, and water. As a hopeful millennial scholar skeptical of the benefi -
cence of the free market, I fi nd that the simultaneously pro- poor and pro- market 
approach to water provision as a method for alleviating poverty contributes 
to novel contradictions and opportunities to grasp the evolving logic behind 
international development strategies. Improved water provision as a means of 
reducing poverty was enshrined in the Millennium Development Goal target 
7(c), aimed at cutting in half by 2015 the proportion of the global population that 
lacks sustainable access to safe drinking water and basic sanitation. Interven-
tions in the water sector to reduce poverty have created a generative space for a 
multiplicity of  actors—non- governmental organizations, charities, and private 
 companies—while unduly attenuating the responsibility of states to provide 
aff ordable, accessible, and safe water to the public. The modern water barons 
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providing services for profi t do not belong to a single archetype, but instead 
represent a variety of private sellers and buyers, ranging from multinational 
corporate behemoths to  quasi- governmental organizations.

While market control of water resources is perhaps more overt in the global 
South, similar forms of water grabs have perniciously insinuated themselves into 
the daily management and consumption practices of the global North. Adams ex-
amines the lack of water management in the case of the devastating fl ooding and 
unrelenting hurricanes deluging the coasts of the United States, along with the 
industries that benefi t from the destruction of wetlands as natural barriers from 
storms. The transfer of postdisaster responsibility to private companies to ensure 
public safety represents the abandonment of a primary function of government. 
The responses to catastrophic disasters involving nonstate actors with neoliberal 
agendas, as discussed in Adams, are reminiscent of the way the everyday disaster 
that is poverty encourages private actors to fi ll the void left  by an unresponsive 
state, entrusting “the poor” in the global North and South alike to the good will of 
charities and corporations rather than addressing institutionalized inequality. In 
this way, the regulation and management of water and the poor through disaster 
capitalism addressed in American poverty scholarship aligns with themes of 
private involvement in water provision in global poverty scholarship.

This socialization of risk and privatization of profi t in the water sector that 
I see in my work mirrors the way that exposure to postdisaster capitalization 
risks were borne by residents along the Gulf Coast and not by private companies 
as discussed by Adams in this volume. In the global North, markets for private 
providers are manufactured by instigating distrust in the quality of public drink-
ing water sources (Natural Resources Defense Council 2013). The undermining 
of federal support for civil infrastructure creates territories of risk as agencies 
spend less on maintaining and repairing pipes, aqueducts, levees, and dams 
(cf. Adams, this volume). This is particularly discernable in rural communities, 
where the regulation of water supplies is conspicuously absent and many families 
rely on unmonitored sources of drinking water. In California, the Salinas Valley 
is home to Latino farming communities that are disproportionately impacted 
by odorless, colorless, and tasteless arsenic and nitrate contamination that has 
a signifi cant impact on health. Aft er a private company was found guilty of ma-
nipulating quality results to avoid responsibility for treating the water, nonprofi ts 
in the region have taken up the burden of mitigating the impact of private com-
panies using fertilizers that leach into the groundwater and cause debilitating 
public health hazards (United States v. Alisal Corporation 2005).

The privatization of water and corresponding public disinvestment contrib-
utes to distinctive geographies of poverty and its management, and creates novel 
territories of wealth for those benefi ting from the commoditization of water 



The Privatization of Everything? • 175

resources. The rise of disaster capitalism entails the authorization of “for- profi t 
industries to decide how and what type of recovery is warranted,” frequently 
circumventing “democratic and legislative processes” (Adams, this volume). In 
Adams’s description of the no- bid contracts issued for the rebuilding of areas 
devastated by Hurricane Katrina, I see similarities to the way multinational 
corporations are awarded non- competitive awards for the private enclosure 
of public water resources as a means to control access to water in the global 
North and South alike. This is evident in the unregulated and uninhibited 
$400- billion- a- year  bottled- water industry which turns what has been estab-
lished as a basic human right by the United Nations into a market opportunity 
(Kreiser 2006).

As I refl ect on the ways Adams emboldens my interdisciplinary academic 
understanding of the water sector, I am reminded that any meaningful change in 
approaches to water management and provision must simultaneously confront 
both poverty and inequality through policy and direct action. Diverse acts of 
resistance to institutionalized market mechanisms in the water sector refl ect 
Polanyi’s (1944) idea of a double movement reacting to the profound havoc un-
leashed by markets through the commoditization of natural resources. However, 
such dissent is not solely a saga of “poor peoples’” movements; the repudiation by 
social movements in the global North of water privatization suggests that move-
ments against  profi t- motivated interventions in the water sector may indeed 
be a global phenomenon. When the privatization of publically held resources 
is understood to be a symptom of a weak civil society unable to protect itself 
from the lures of the free market, then it is possible to reform, reconceptualize, 
and reimagine understandings of the problem of poverty as something actively 
produced, regulated, and managed. Adams’s theoretical work reacquaints me 
with the importance of not turning political processes into technical solutions, 
which is oft en the path of least resistance in the water sector when the default 
remedy for subpar water provision is turning to private providers with little 
accountability or regulation.
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Our Past, Your Future
Evangelical Missionaries and 
the Script of Prosperity

Ju Hui Judy Han

Encountering the past as foreign

The past is a foreign country: they do things diff erently there.
—L. P. Hartley, The Go- Between (1953: 9)

The rather famous opening line of L. P. Hartley’s novel, The Go- Between (1953), 
usually appears in discussions of past- in- the- present (see Lowenthal 1975; Traub 
2008). The idea that “the past is a foreign country” depicts the past as unfamiliar 
and distant, defi ned in terms of estrangement from the present time and space. 
The past appears so far receded into the remote distance that it feels as unfamil-
iar as a foreign country. In the second half of the famous line is an observation 
of the way of life in this foreign country: “they do things diff erently there” in the 
past. Both the subject of their lives and the content of their practical  activities—
the doing of “they do things”—as well as their location there are all approached 
in terms of diff erence and departure from the territory of the present. The past 
and its occupants are as distant as a foreign country, marked by their diff erence 
from here and now.

There are certainly other ways of tying the future to the memory of the past, 
and there is an enormous body of writings on the subjects of history, memory, 
and futurity (see Rosaldo 1989; Munn 1992; Yoneyama 1999; Muñoz 2009). A 
protagonist in William Faulkner’s (1950: 92) novel Requiem for a Nun speaks 
this  oft en- quoted line: “The past is never dead. It’s not even past.” Then- Senator 
Barack Obama (2008) was embellishing this Faulkner quote in his 2008 speech 
on race relations when he said, “The past isn’t dead and buried. In fact, it isn’t 
even past,” referring to the project of “being bound to, but struggling to over-
come the past” of racial injustice and slavery (Horton 2008). Similar sentiments 
of a persistent and ever- present past haunting the present served as a key theme 
in such works as Frederick Cooper’s (2002) Africa since 1940: The Past of the 
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Present, Allan Pred’s (2004) Past Is Not Dead, and Derek Gregory’s (2004) The 
Colonial Present. In many of these works, the idea is not that we are perpetually 
bound to an unjust past, but that this past must be conjured and recognized in 
order for the past to be overcome. The future depends on it.

Futurity is thus a key constitutive element of territories of poverty. The af-
fective capacity of past poverty and the ethics of aspirational work involved in 
overcoming poverty have captivated my attention throughout my long- term 
ethnographic research of Korean/American (shorthand for South Korean and 
Korean American) evangelical Christian spaces. I was struck early on by how 
powerfully time- and- space narratives compels people to embrace far- reaching 
worldviews and far- fetched aspirations, and how these narratives pulsed through 
people’s memories, lives, and imaginations on and off  the mission fi eld. Espe-
cially on  short- term overseas mission trips, far from home in a foreign country 
and usually traveling without family, Korean/American evangelical Christians 
rehearsed stories and staged scenes from South Korean history, portraying pov-
erty as an undesirable condition of a painful past, vanquished thereaft er through 
Christianity. The missionaries held themselves up as model protagonists in a 
triumphant script to overcome poverty and to progress into prosperity (Han 
2009, 2011). This essay discusses the perceived remoteness and foreignness of 
poverty, as articulated through the missionary performance and experience of 
hardship and compassion. Mission encounters with poverty past and present, 
I argue, lend credence to the evangelical message of becoming Christian and 
becoming prosperous, becoming saved and becoming capable of saving others. 
The script of prosperity in this sense moves from poverty to capacity through 
the register of experience and empathy.

Staging a Short- Term Mission Trip

If the Americans hadn’t brought us the Gospel and saved us, we would be 
living like this!
—an elderly Korean woman missionary in Uganda

You don’t understand until you see it with your own eyes. To see how they 
[“Africans”] live, and to remember that we used to live like them, that’s what 
I learned on the  short- term mission.
— Housewife in her late 40s, about her trip to Tanzania the previous year. 

Seoul, 2006.

Thirty minutes outside Kampala, Uganda, a  missionary- run primary school 
building was transformed into a temporary hostel and base camp for a group of 
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150  short- term Korean/American missionaries from South Korea and the United 
States. Classroom fl oors were strewn with thick blue foam pads and sleeping 
bags, pop- up mosquito nets and suitcases, with socks and underwear drying on 
makeshift  clotheslines. For over a week, the  short- term missionaries slept on red 
dirt- covered fl oors, ate simple meals on plastic plates, and coped with unpre-
dictable access to the toilet and running water. Most of them were remarkably 
unconcerned by the humble accommodations and inadequate amenities. They 
had plenty of experiences with similar challenges on school trips and church 
camps in Korea; this was simply a group travel experience longer in duration 
and a trip farther in distance from home.

I participated in the monthlong mission trip to East Africa in 2006 to exam-
ine how transnational missionary networks mobilized both beliefs and believers, 
and how global religious imaginaries played out on the ground in the mission 
fi eld. The trip was organized by Global Mission Frontier (gmf), a transnational 
Korean/American missionary organization with offi  ces in Seoul and California, 
and the offi  cial itinerary involved Korean and Korean American evangelical 
Christian missionaries who spent an estimated total of $1.5 million in travel 
and operating expenses for the summer program devoted to “bringing together 
Korea and Africa under the wings of God.”1 There were smaller subgroups; some 
were sent to visit children’s group homes to perform Bible- story puppet shows 
and held face- painting events, and some traveled to refugee camps and remote 
villages to distribute vitamins and shoes. Every summer, gmf also produced 
 large- scale outdoor prayer rallies in soccer stadiums, and organized several ed-
ucational seminars and workshops for pastors and local government offi  cials. 
But between the offi  cial events, and throughout the schedule, the days were also 
full of time spent off  the stage and off  the clock; in addition to rehearsals and 
prayers, there was plenty of unstructured social time for the missionaries to get 
to know each other, and even pursue romantic relationships (see Han 2010a).

Four classrooms at the  school- turned- hostel were assigned according to gen-
der and age: one room each for older men over the age of forty, younger men, 
older women over the age of forty, and younger women. Age and gender, how-
ever, were not the only social categories organizing the mission fi eld. Missing 
from the school grounds were the teenage and  early- twentysomething Korean 
Americans who arrived separately in Uganda as part of a semiprofessional per-
formance troupe. They were a traditional Korean dance and drumming group 
from the United States, and since most of them did not speak Korean well—
many of them having been born in the United States or being transnational 
 adoptees—they did not socialize closely with the  Korean- speaking missionaries 
from South Korea. As it turned out, Korean Americans in this performance 
troupe stayed elsewhere on their own. The staff  person in charge of local lo-
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gistics explained to me that the Korean Americans could not be housed at the 
base camp at the primary school like the other Korean participants because they 
required special attention. They were deemed unfi t essentially because they were 
too American in disposition and sense of entitlement, unaccustomed to the 
modest and regimented group living arrangements. This decision was appar-
ently a lesson gleaned from past experience. I was told that Korean Americans 
in previous years had been disgruntled about sleeping on the fl oor day aft er 
day, and their complaints had eventually become a distraction to other mission 
participants and the people they were there to serve. So this year, most Korean 
American missionaries were placed at a nearby guesthouse where rooms were 
air conditioned and fl oors laminated. There were beds and chairs. Instead of 
washing and brushing their teeth with water collected in plastic tubs the night 
before, they could take warm showers every morning. The guesthouse where the 
Korean Americans slept, however, was not the pinnacle of the accommodations 
hierarchy. Also part of the mission trip was a vip delegation of high- ranking 
politicians from South Korea, traveling with their wives, teenage children, and 
personal assistants, and staying at a four- star hotel in downtown Kampala. Such 
was the local spatial arrangement of a world mission project; gender and age 
diff erentiation, and social status hierarchies structured the lived geography of 
itineraries.

It is worth noting here that, regardless of how arduous a mission trip may be, 
all  short- term itineraries have a predefi ned beginning and an end. Voluntary suf-
fering has a fi nite duration, and it is precisely this temporal and spatial fi nitude 
that makes the diffi  culties bearable. In turn, the very structure of intentional and 
temporary privation eff ectively underscores the passage of time as a key feature 
of endurance and survival. Put diff erently, one must fi rst suff er before being 
delivered from that suff ering. Economic development and Christian deliverance 
require poverty and misery as necessary points of departure.

Overseas mission itineraries like this are designed for the participants to em-
body an ethical orientation of charity and to act on a commitment to witness the 
world’s suff ering. In order to accomplish this, mission participants voluntarily 
experience misery, however temporarily that may be, rehearsing and perform-
ing the aff ective script of compassion and empathy. They are tasked with seeing 
fi rsthand others’ suff ering elsewhere, and in the process try to build an emotional 
and ethical kinship with others. Melani McAlister (2008: 873) has described sim-
ilar evangelical engagements as a distinctly American  ethical- political construct 
she calls “enchanted internationalism,” one that “combines an  imperialist- style 
imaginary with something else—a sense of genuine religious community and 
even global solidarity, however attenuated.” Her discussion of ideas such as the 
imaginary, community, and solidarity builds on an understanding of religion not 



180 • Ju Hui Judy Han

simply as a site of belief, but as a form of practice (McAlister 2008: 874), turning 
our attention to not only theological doctrines and religious beliefs, but also to 
evangelical Christian practices. Accordingly, I approach evangelical missions not 
simply as vehicles for disseminating faith but as a set of practices that negotiate 
how and toward whom to direct the aff ective registers of care and compassion. 
The missionary script of empathy I describe here is akin to what Geraldine Pratt 
has described as “the seduction of feeling good about feeling bad” (Pratt and the 
Philippine Women Centre of bc 2012: 80).2 By feeling bad about the poverty and 
poor living conditions in the developing world, Korean/American missionaries 
gain an opportunity to feel good about their own capacity for compassion. As in 
development, evangelical missions are oft en a seductively empowering process, 
one in which participants gain a sense of purpose as contributing agents of 
social and spiritual change. The discrepancy between temporary mission expe-
rience and permanent living  conditions—a diff erence in mobility and territory 
of  suff ering—does render some mission participants feeling ineff ectual and ul-
timately powerless in transforming structural conditions and creating lasting 
change. But for many others, even a fl eeting engagement with “doing good” 
yields long- term personal  rewards—at least for the missionaries themselves.

The Script of Progress

The Korean/American missionary script of prosperity unambiguously connects 
progress through development. One quiet aft ernoon during the mission trip, 
I struck up a conversation with a South Korean teenager who was practicing 
dance moves for an upcoming skit. I recall he was playing the role of a teenager 
high on drugs and was working on the movement of faltering and stumbling. 
His encounter with a Jesus fi gure later in the skit was to save him, at which 
point he would start walking confi dently and with poise. When I asked if he 
found anything to be particularly diffi  cult or challenging on the trip, this teen-
ager shrugged and said, “To me, Africa doesn’t feel that diff erent from Korea. It 
feels just like Korea in the sixties.” I must have chuckled audibly. He was much 
too young to reminisce about the 1960s; he was likely not born until the 1990s. 
What did he then mean by “just like the sixties”? His explanation was simple and 
earnest: “The older people keep telling me this is what Korea used to be like, so 
I fi gure it used to look like this.” In interpreting the foreign present through the 
register of Korean history, he was experiencing the present as a simulacrum of 
the past, seeing Uganda’s present and Korea’s past as equivalent and mutually 
constitutive. This young man was not alone in contemplating Korea’s past during 
the mission trip. In fact, the South Korean and U.S.- born Korean American mis-
sionaries were so inundated with historical comparisons on the mission trip that 
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one Korean American youth at one point quipped with irritation, “I’ve learned 
more about Korea in Africa than Africa.” To challenge the “older people’s” nar-
rative would involve an inquiry into Korea’s past, for which the youth lacked the 
critical knowledge and the experiential authority. To challenge the “idiom of 
equivalence” would require a deeper knowledge of the present location, which 
all  short- term mission participants lacked.3

The “older people” the young man referred to are the women and men of the 
“Development Generation,” who typically narrate their evangelical missionary 
calling through dramatic and compelling personal tales of poverty and suff ering, 
endurance and survival, and deliverance and redemption. This is the war genera-
tion born either in the last days of Japanese colonial rule or the decade soon aft er, 
a generation that came of age during the Korean War and the accompanying 
destruction and chaos.4 The war has left  indelible marks on nearly everyone’s 
biography, in forms of family separation and untimely death, lost fortune and 
devastating displacement. For many in the Development Generation, the pro-
found sense of grief and trauma in their lifetime is paralleled only by a sense of 
gratitude and  indebtedness—they cannot believe they have survived. They con-
sider themselves to have been rescued from the past, thanks to the grace of God. 
This generation of workers had constituted the labor force mobilized for rapid 
industrialization and nation building throughout the sixties and the seventies, 
and they have lived through a succession of repressive  military- authoritarian 
regimes, waves of growing democracy, and expanding political liberties. The 
Development Generation’s biographical timeline essentially runs parallel to 
Korea’s economic development and modernization. The national euphoria of 
hosting the 1988 Seoul Olympics was like a congratulatory pat on the back for 
the Development Generation, and South Korea’s initiation into the oecd in 1996 
set another important milestone, announcing to the world that South Korea had 
arrived as a member of the league of the world’s richest nations.

Only the Development Generation can claim to have experienced the full 
range of bitter hardship and sweet success, and only the Development Gener-
ation can claim to have not only aspired to but also achieved progress through 
their own blood, sweat, and prayers. The territory of their generational biogra-
phy is defi ned aff ectively in terms of loss, resilience, and triumph. Their survival 
itself is seen as an achievement and a sign of deliverance. This is the generation 
that today constitutes the top rank among elders, pastors, theologians, mis-
sion strategists, and evangelical politicians leading and coordinating the project 
of world missions. They are the Christian status quo. Granted, all collective 
 biographies—of generations, racial(ized) communities, sexual minorities, and 
so  forth—risk drawing overly rigid boundaries and overstating their internal 
coherence in favor of clear periodization and tidy schematics. But the intent here 
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is not an ontological one. A generation is defi ned not only by a shared range 
of birth dates but also by people who share a lifetime of historical experiences, 
discourses, and understandings. Discussions of generations need not espouse 
facile claims of uniformity or consensus. In fact, it is the contradictory com-
plex of meanings and narratives within a generational time- space that could 
be useful in generalizing historical subject formation, transition, and transfor-
mation. Keeping in mind that generational identity and rhetoric remain fl uid 
and multiple, I fi nd it epistemologically useful to map the contours of a distinct 
aspirational ethos of the evangelical Development Generation. There is both a 
geography and a shared faith in development. Aspiring to get better and to be-
come  better—this ethos of progressive improvement helped drive the explosive 
“church planting” and “church growth” phenomenon in recent decades. To build, 
to expand, to  spread—these aspirations have launched not only the careers of 
celebrity megachurch pastors but also mobilized countless volunteers into re-
productive labor, supporting pastor husbands, providing childcare, cooking and 
cleaning in church kitchens and on the backstage of every world mission fi eld. 
Gender implications are no doubt enormous in this voluntary political economy; 
the heavily male- dominated political structure of Protestantism in Korea, and 
especially the project of world missions, rely heavily on women’s labor, and a 
gendered embrace of care, service, and unpaid labor.

An elderly woman burst out in tears during a conversation in Uganda. It 
was her fi rst time traveling outside of Korea, and I saw her wipe away tears on 
numerous occasions during the trip. She said, “If the Americans hadn’t brought 
the Gospel to Korea and saved us, we would still be living like this!” She was 
referring to the work of American Protestant missionaries who arrived in Korea 
during the early nineteenth century with Western medicine and ideas of enlight-
enment, but she was also talking about American soldiers who arrived during 
the Korean War and the American troops stationed in Korea to this day. Her un-
critical gratitude toward the United States as a benevolent rescuer and provider 
shaped her own aspirations. She wanted to rescue and save others as she herself 
had been saved. This is a  distinctly—though probably not  uniquely—evangelical 
disposition: to convert the deeply felt register of appreciation and gratitude into 
a desire to express and share that joy with others. The fact that this dynamic 
of “paying forward” depends on the geopolitical structure of U.S. military and 
economic aid to South Korea very much shapes the evangelical geopolitics of 
South Korea’s missionary enterprises. While scholars have increasingly focused 
on the importance of the “unchurched” and private, inward looking forms of 
faith in the United States, what I fi nd signifi cant in the majority of Korean/
American evangelical Christians is their embrace of sociality and fellowship as 
essential features of Christian faith.
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“We would still be living like this!”—by “this,” the elderly woman was point-
ing to what she regarded as a landscape of poverty and undeveloped potential. 
In spite of what was largely regarded by the Korean missionaries as an envious 
abundance of natural  resources—in contrast to  resource- poor Korea—Uganda 
seemed to be trapped in a uncultivated time- space that she associated with Ko-
rea’s past. To the missionaries, what Uganda needed was precisely what Korea 
once needed: a will to develop, a helping hand, and an acceptance of the Gospel. 
Recurrent power outages and water stoppages prompted bittersweet recollec-
tions of a time when such inconveniences used to be a daily occurrence in Seoul, 
as well. Unpaved streets and foul- smelling outhouses reminded Korean mission-
aries of a childhood and home that no longer was. Elderly women reminisced 
about when they used to draw water from a communal well and balanced the 
heavy pails on their heads on the long walk home. Men kicking around a soccer 
ball talked about how they used to play with poorly infl ated soccer balls when 
they were young, and how they discovered later that they could not play nearly as 
well with properly infl ated ones. For the Development Generation, their mission 
encounter experience in Uganda seemed to corroborate their personal journey 
and historical purpose: to make Africa better. They were on a mission trip to 
“help Africa” to become better through development, modernization, education, 
wage labor, and above all else, by cultivating a model of Christian leadership 
that prioritizes Godly governance as good governance. It is perhaps not surpris-
ing, then, that none of the Korean/American missionaries seemed even slightly 
perturbed about the fact that Ugandan President Yoweri Museveni has been in 
power since 1986. The evangelical Korean script for  state- led modernization 
already contained several chapters of dictatorship, euphemistically referred to 
as “strong leadership,” an eff ective governance structure for the promotion of 
discipline and hard work.

The aff ective script of seeing hardship, remembering misery, and off ering 
relief operated across multiple lines of national affi  nity and racial diff erence. 
 Korean- born and Korean American missionaries certainly considered them-
selves to be equal to the white American missionaries in duty and status. They 
also thought Koreans could empathize better with people in developing coun-
tries, and connect with them in a more intimate and visceral way because the 
way they saw it, Koreans themselves also had fi rsthand experiences with coloni-
zation, poverty, and development. But there were still lines not ever meant to be 
blurred. An unmarried woman missionary in her late forties laughed out loud 
when I asked if she could imagine fi nding a potential spouse at the mission post. 
Though she herself was the foreigner in this context, she said that she would 
never “date a foreigner.” Romance or marriage between a Korean missionary and 
a non- ethnic Korean person on the mission fi eld would be highly discouraged 
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if not explicitly forbidden, she said, and besides, she thought the whole pros-
pect ridiculous. Short- term dalliances on mission trips would most certainly 
be frowned upon, and even on long- term, sometimes lifelong mission posts, 
Korean missionaries are expected to lead a somewhat ascetic unmarried life or a 
“properly” heterosexual life, but only with ethnically Korean spouses who could 
help with the missionary work. There are some exceptions out there, such as a 
man I met who had married his Filipina wife while he lived as a missionary in 
the Philippines, but for the most part, sharing the Gospel and inviting the world 
into one’s close circles and intimate spaces of faith do not require relaxing the 
ethnic boundaries around sex and marriage.

On the fi rst morning of a weeklong economic development seminar, the elec-
tricity went out three times during the fi rst fi ft een or twenty minutes. When the 
power fi nally came back on and the lcd projector could be used, the missionar-
ies played a short video for a room full of civil servants and local politicians in 
Uganda. This was an organizational promotion video introducing gmf’s history 
and spiritual mission, narrated as a dramatic tale of Korea’s deliverance from 
poverty to prosperity. The images began with scenes of barefoot children and 
pregnant women from  black- and- white documentary fi lms, and then jumped 
from premodern Korea to the arrival of American and European missionaries 
who subsequently devoted their lives to uplift ing the  presumed- to- be- ignorant 
Korean masses. With rousing background music and triumphant narration, the 
video declared that Korea had achieved success and was now in a position to 
reach out to the rest of the world. Evangelical missionaries are working tire-
lessly throughout the world, the narrator in the video excitedly proclaimed, 
volunteering to build schools and teach, to organize and lead prayers wherever 
they are most needed, and to help build a thriving economy based on faith and 
hard work.

The video, narrated authoritatively from a purportedly singular and unifi ed 
perspective of Korean Christians, fell on the ears of confused and disinterested 
audience. The need for interpretation between Korean, Swahili, and English 
made communication diffi  cult and extremely time consuming, and the tone of 
the video narrative left  the audience uneasy. Were the Ugandan and Tanzanian 
participants supposed to applaud with the Koreans at the end of the video? Were 
they expected to feel encouraged by Korea’s success or envious of Korea’s good 
fortune? Questions from several participants revealed that what they sought in 
the economic development seminar were specifi c and technical forms of devel-
opment knowledge: what specifi c  water- treatment and soil- testing technology 
were the missionaries going to teach about? Which specifi c governmental bu-
reaucratic units were involved in launching rural reform policies in Korea, and 
what was the path of least resistance? How did farmers negotiate the pros and 



Our Past, Your Future • 185

cons of using chemical fertilizers on their crops? How are Koreans diff erent from 
the Chinese? How is South Korea diff erent from North Korea?

gmf missionaries were certainly not the fi rst or only group of foreign mis-
sionaries and so- called development experts to roll through town. Christianity, 
development, and foreign aid all have a long sordid history throughout Africa. 
Most if not all seminar participants in Uganda and Tanzania already identi-
fi ed themselves as Christian and regular churchgoers, and they were recruited 
through their churches to attend the  missionary- led seminars. They were not in 
need of conversion. Many in fact told me they regularly attended similar semi-
nars and focus groups organized by donors from afar, and one woman admitted 
to me during a lunch that she came only for the stipend and free meal. She reg-
ularly attended these seminars, she said, but had no real interest in economic 
development or Korean Christianity. She was a marginally employed municipal 
employee bored at work, and thought the seminar would be mildly entertaining 
and she would earn some pocket money. In a way, she was also performing to 
the script of mission encounter, one between benevolent strangers and grateful 
natives. For six hours every day for an entire week, the missionaries taught an 
economic development seminar by narrating Korean history, reenacting scenes 
from Korean development programs, and leading Bible study on work and pros-
perity. On the fi nal day of the seminar, a pastor from the nearby church came by 
to thank the missionaries and the participants. Surrounded by smiles and hellos, 
the pastor held an envelope given to him by the Korean missionaries and handed 
out cash stipends to each participant.

Missionary Actors as Agents of Change

gmf had begun as the brainchild of one man, Pastor Kim, a modestly successful 
Silicon Valley entrepreneur and publisher of a local  Korean- language Christian 
weekly newspaper. In 1994 he went to Rwanda to report on the genocide for a 
journalistic assignment, and he was so devastated by the violence and destruc-
tion he witnessed that he made a  career-  and life- changing decision upon his 
 return—he founded gmf and began working full time on world missions. By 
2001 he had been ordained as a Presbyterian minister and was running gmf as 
its full- time director. By the time I met Pastor Kim in 2006, gmf was a registered 
nonprofi t organization with several paid staff  and volunteers, dedicated to iden-
tifying and proselytizing to “unreached people groups” especially in East Africa. 
A stern man in his early fi ft ies, Pastor Kim personally oversaw most aspects of 
the programs. He frequently gave guest sermons at Korean American churches 
and raised money for his projects, and he traveled between Africa, California, 
and South Korea several times a year. His salary and travel expenses, as well 
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as the entire operation of gmf, were supported by donations from individuals 
and sponsoring churches in the United States and South Korea, as well as the 
few small business ventures affi  liated with gmf. His teenage Korean American 
children oft en accompanied Pastor Kim to Africa, as they did in 2006 when I 
participated in the mission trip. While Pastor Kim led delegations of Christian 
politicians from Korea in meetings with Ugandan and Tanzanian government 
offi  cials, his son and daughter participated in proselytizing activities on the mis-
sion fi eld, and his wife worked at her full- time job as a nurse back in California.

Short- term missions like the gmf program are derided by critics as the “am-
ateurization of missions” or “drive- by missions,” but they remain a key part of 
evangelical programs and mission strategies today (see Hancock 2013). Short- 
term missions bring a concentrated infusion of attention and funding, and com-
plements ongoing long- term gmf projects such as the year- round operation of 
mission centers, medical clinics, primary schools, and small factories. Short- 
term visitors can bring new energy and enthusiasm and help alleviate the feelings 
of isolation and loneliness that can beset missionaries in the fi eld. However, 
when I spoke with several long- term missionaries unaffi  liated with gmf, they 
expressed mixed feelings about the infl ux of volunteers and donations. They 
worried about how  short- term missions exhausted fragile local networks and 
exploited relations that had taken time and care to cultivate over a long period of 
time. They were also troubled by how poorly trained the  short- term volunteers 
oft en were in terms of language competency, historical knowledge, and ethics 
of aids work. While most appreciated the enthusiastic fl urry of activities every 
 summer—the peak season for  short- term  missions—the long- term, career mis-
sionaries also wished for more attention to the less spectacular programs in the 
more immediate present. Instead of a minivan full of balloons and face- painting 
supplies, for example, the long- term missionaries wished for a regular supply 
of writing paper and sketchbooks. One seasoned missionary working with a 
diff erent Christian ngo was appalled that gmf missionaries were handing out 
shoes to random children on the  street—did they know if another  short- term 
mission team had visited the previous week? Was that particular neighborhood 
considered most in need? Did they know if those shoes will actually be worn by 
the children, or sold to support the household? Do they know that gift s like shoes 
and other material objects oft en foment jealousy and tension among children, 
damaging social relations in the community? Do the  short- term missionaries 
have any idea of the  longer- term consequences of their actions? One former 
missionary back in Korea even off ered this terse advice: “What can Korean mis-
sionaries do to improve their  short- term missions? They can stop.”5

Evangelical mission encounters eff ectively articulate personal and historical 
memories with scripts of compassion and empathy. They invoke historical com-
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monality and developmental solidarity and obscure geopolitical and geoeco-
nomic inequalities and uneven power relations. By framing the encounter with 
the developing world as a nostalgic encounter with a past overcome,  Korean- led 
evangelical Christian missions corroborate the self- serving narrative of advance-
ment, and renew the missionaries’ own faith in progress. By repeatedly narrating 
national poverty as a condition they have left  behind, the missionaries were also 
cultivating hope in future prosperity, when in reality the future is far from cer-
tain or bright. In fact, most of the South Korean missionaries in their twenties 
and thirties faced bleak prospects for full- time and stable employment, and they 
talked oft en during the mission trip about scarce job opportunities and limited 
career options.

Whereas the Development Generation saw and experienced the mission trip 
in ways that corroborated their progress thus far, Korea’s postdevelopment gen-
eration tended to express a greater inclination toward mission as a structure of 
self- discovery and self- discipline with poverty and hardship as the backdrop. 
One night in Tanzania, when twenty or so missionaries rooming together in 
a large rented house gathered for informal worship and prayer, conversations 
gradually led to talk about what had brought everyone on the mission trip. It 
was a  cross- generational and  mixed- age meeting with both staff  and volunteers, 
men and women from South Korea and the United States, but everyone spoke 
in Korean. The Development Generation tended to paint their motivations in 
broad and remarkably standardized strokes. Their stories typically began with 
overcoming some sort of fi nancial or personal hardship, leading to a born- again 
experience, and concluding with renewed devotion and a commitment to service 
as an expression of gratitude. Especially the well- off  missionaries in the group 
tended to embrace charity as a way to review the balance sheet of their own lives, 
to account for providence and grace, and to show gratitude by being generous 
toward others. As a recently retired tax accountant from southern California put 
it, she had received plenty of blessings from God, and it was time to share her 
dividends with the rest of the world.

Not many of the postdevelopment generation came from prosperous back-
grounds, however. I will share three vignettes here. Suah, in her early twenties 
and wearing a black Sex Pistols T- shirt at the time, came from a city in the 
southern region in South Korea. She told the group that she had spent the last 
few years hanging out with the wrong people. “Theater crowd, you know how 
they are,” she said wryly, to which there was a collective “Ah!” and disapproving 
shakes of the head. There was a lot of drinking and other immoral behavior, 
Suah confessed, and she described herself as having been a lost lamb who did 
not want to be found. A couple of years ago, her parents faced a sudden cata-
strophic fi nancial loss, forcing her  middle- class family to adapt to a signifi cantly 
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more modest quality of life. They had to move far out of the city, in part to fi nd 
cheaper housing and in part to avoid the debt collectors. It was humiliating turn 
of events, Suah said, and it was devastating to see her parents suff er such loss. 
And for all this, Suah blamed herself. She blamed her lack of faith and misbe-
havior for her parents’ misfortunes. She believed that God was punishing her 
guiltless, hardworking parents for the sins of their ungrateful daughter. When 
Suah came across a description of gmf’s Africa mission program on the Inter-
net, she said it immediately made sense to her: she was meant to go to Africa. 
She maxed out her credit cards, borrowed money from friends and family, and 
received help from her church to join the mission trip. The mission was about 
penitence for Suah, a step in atonement and self- rehabilitation. “I have nothing 
here in Africa,” she emphasized, “no money, no job, and no pride.” She wanted 
to “lower herself to nothing” so that she could start a new life when she returned 
to Korea. She saw Africa as a place of life laid bare, a blank slate, and this was a 
common narrative for many of the younger missionaries who planned to return 
to Korea to start a new chapter in life. This trope, as many have pointed out, not 
only represents Africa as the “supreme receptacle” of the West’s obsession with 
“absence,” “non- being,” and “nothingness,” but also as a frontier where fortunes 
can be made (see McClintock 1995; Mbembe 2001). Such representation is cer-
tainly not a uniquely Western projection; South Koreans fully deployed this 
colonial perspective, frequently describing Africa as “the dark continent” and 
“the ends of the earth.”

Another young Korean woman in her early twenties, Mina, had spent the last 
two years caring full time for her terminally ill father. When he was diagnosed 
with late- stage cancer, she had been about to leave for Vienna, Austria, to study 
classical musical composition on a prestigious full scholarship. Instead, she had 
to put her studies on indefi nite hold and help her mother make ends meet and 
care for her father. Mina’s life was now fi lled with hospital visits and administer-
ing pain- management medications, and her father’s recovery remained unlikely. 
One day, her mother suggested that Mina take a break from the constant cloud 
of dread and sadness at home, and go somewhere far away to take her mind off  
things. The mission trip was hardly a vacation, but it was a welcome break, Mina 
said. The trip was about a temporary reprieve from her own pain. Soft - spoken 
and earnest, Mina said that she saw far more pain and misery on the mission 
fi eld than she had ever imagined back in Korea. Witnessing fi rsthand how much 
suff ering there was in Africa, she said that she felt stronger about returning home 
to face the  inevitable—her father’s death. “Aft er Africa,” she said, “I can handle 
anything.” Like Suah, Mina saw “Africa” as a spatiotemporal break, a place for 
a fresh restart.

Lastly, there was Jimin, a vivacious social worker with aspirations to become 
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a long- term missionary. She was one of the very few who took the time to learn 
a few phrases and songs in Swahili before the mission trip. Positive in disposi-
tion and remarkably hard- working, she volunteered for tasks that no one else 
wanted to do, went out of her way to make conversations with people she did not 
know, and was brilliant with  children—energetic, funny, and patient. It turned 
out that Jimin had a deeply personal reason for why she joined the mission trip. 
She was an orphan; she had lost both of her parents in a car accident when she 
was only two years old, and, not having any family members who could take her 
in, Jimin grew up in an orphanage outside of Seoul. Though she was repeatedly 
made available for adoption, she never was. She explained that growing up in 
an orphanage and trying to be chosen for adoption had trained her well—she 
has always had to be bright and likable, as this was a matter of survival. She had 
persevered with well- practiced positivity as her friends were taken away for 
adoption one by one. But one of Jimin’s fondest memories growing up was of 
white American visitors who came to the orphanage. A small group of Christian 
volunteers including some soldiers from a nearby American military base visited 
the children regularly with gift s and aff ection, and Jimin recalled vividly how 
their visits excited the children, who eagerly awaited them. The crinkling sound 
of certain candy wrappers, she said, still makes her smile because she remem-
bers how happy she used to be to receive those American treats. She eventually 
became a social worker and a residential staff  at the same orphanage where she 
grew up, and though she found the work gratifying, she felt ready for change. 
Aft er all, Jimin was in her early thirties, and had never lived anywhere but the 
orphanage. When her pastor at church suggested the gmf summer mission trip, 
she jumped at the chance to work with orphans in Africa because, she said, she 
knew fi rsthand how visitors from afar—like the American soldiers she fondly 
 remembered—can bring the gift s of joy and happiness. She could not wait to be 
on the giving end of aid and compassion. “African orphans” for her was not just 
an abstraction in charity; she herself was an orphan, and as she said, she would 
always be an orphan. She was convinced she had a special calling.

The Present Past and Alternative Futures

Missions by defi nition are spatiotemporal projects of  purpose- driven mobility, 
and they produce an uneven geography of aspirations. It is by now a common 
contention that missionaries played a key role within the workings of colonial 
domination. Proselytizing missions have equipped colonial projects with an 
enabling moral pretext, carried out colonial agendas as de facto agents of empire, 
and pacifi ed the colonized populations with teachings that stressed submission 
and acquiescence (see Comaroff  and Comaroff  1986, 1991; Stoler 2002, 2006). 
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Beyond benevolence, foreign missions in Korea were also a “moral equivalent 
for imperialism” (Hutchison 1987: 91), and the three pillars of American Protes-
tant  missionaries—the “spirit of white supremacy, religious triumphalism, and 
cultural imperialism” (Oak 2002: 3)—sought to eradicate Korean traditions, 
religions, and customs as antithetical to modernity.

Today, with tolerance of diff erence being promoted as a political virtue, even 
diehard fundamentalist evangelicals begrudgingly admit that the so- called ro-
mance of missions is over. These changes are of course not limited to evangelical 
missions. In contemporary travel narratives, an emphasis on adventure and dan-
ger has arguably faded with awareness of uneven power relations and calls for 
cultural sensitivity, though by no means have they vanished. Popular depictions 
of alien cultures and unfamiliar  places—presented for instance on long- running 
American reality tv programs like Survivor and The Amazing Race, as well as 
countless travel programs and National Geographic television  shows—continue 
to depict foreign places as exotic playgrounds full of bewildering practices even 
as the participants sometimes acknowledge the  still- present past of colonialism, 
war, and poverty. Narratives of humanitarian volunteerism and international-
ism dominate today’s mission programs and travel itineraries alike. Emphasized 
instead of conquest and adventure are service, compassion, and empathy. In 
missionary literature, overtly racialized expressions like “heathen regions” have 
been replaced by pseudoscientifi c terms like “unreached ethnolinguistic people 
groups” and the fl agrantly imperialist depictions of “civilizing missions” are re-
interpreted as “cross- cultural endeavors.” In fact, mission training curricula draw 
signifi cantly from cultural anthropology for “in- depth knowledge of cultural dif-
ferences” that promote “cross- cultural understanding.”6 As I discuss elsewhere, 
the evangelical reliance on cultural anthropology, statistics, demography, and 
cartography together constitute a “missionary geoscience” (Han 2010b). For 
example, a popular notion among missiologists and mission strategists is that 
proselytizing missions should no longer depend on the success of  cross- cultural 
missions because the  cross- cultural model is no longer considered suitable for 
the postcolonial present. Instead, missionaries are urged to support and culti-
vate “cultural neighbors” who are better suited for evangelizing those “near” 
them—geographically, ethnically, and linguistically (see Johnstone, Mandryk, 
and Johnstone 2001; Barrett and Johnson 2001). But beyond these new catch-
phrases and rephrased sentiments, the narratives of encountering diff erence still 
produce a familiar geography of preexisting racial and cultural diff erence and a 
missionary pursuit of rescue and salvation as a way of life.

Korean/American evangelical  missionaries—as emissaries of faith both in 
development and in  Christianity—reinscribe an uneven geography of privi-
lege and generosity in which the world is divided between saved and unsaved, 
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 mission- sending and  mission- receiving. As a formerly aid- receiving nation 
that has become an aid- sending donor nation, South Korea claims a special 
stature for overcoming poverty and achieving progress (see Kim 2011a, 2011b). 
For this, Korean/American missionaries insist they are diff erently qualifi ed to 
be the “good guys” in mission. There are parallels in exceptionalism, such as 
with Canada’s national narrative of being the “good guys” in the international 
arena in contrast to the imperialist United States (see Heron 2007). For Korean 
evangelical missionaries, though, the national narrative emphasis is on having 
overcome poverty, and having become one of the “good guys.” In preaching and 
proselytizing a distinctly Korean model of developmentalism and millennial 
capitalism, the missionaries not only produce geographical imaginaries and eth-
ics of charity, but also an aff ective script of prosperity that emphasize the pos-
sibility of this becoming. As I have discussed in this article, this script certainly 
prefi gures achievement of wealth and prosperity as the end result, but poverty, 
misery, and struggle are key and necessary ingredients for that outcome. In other 
words, overcoming poverty and overcoming the past are constitutive acts within 
the scripts of prosperity.

At stake is not simply the place of Korean missionaries in the world or the 
changing landscape of global Christianity. With the complex geographies of 
international development and the ethical and political tensions between char-
itable service and social justice, the work of Korean missionaries and their par-
ticipation as nonstate actors in poverty alleviation in the developing world pose 
new questions and challenges in understanding territories of poverty and pros-
perity. It is important to remember that the Korean/American missionaries from 
Seoul and California experienced their monthlong trip to Uganda and Tanzania 
as a kind of an off ering in itself, sharing what they themselves have recently 
gained. This is not to discount in any way the colonial continuities in missionary 
intent and practice, and I certainly do not dismiss the signifi cance of neocolonial 
Korean missionary projects in places like Iraq and Afghanistan. Nonetheless, 
what I see as critically important in Korean/American evangelical missionary 
practices is the insistence that they possess a greater capacity for empathy and 
compassion for the developing world precisely because Korea was also once 
poor. But rather than acknowledging the persistence of poverty and the inten-
sifying economic polarization in contemporary Korea, the missionary script of 
prosperity relegates poverty to the fi rst opening acts in their chronological narra-
tive. The bright spotlight is on the protagonists in this optimistic developmental 
narrative, and they expect the audience to eagerly follow the script toward a 
future of prosperity. But this is mostly a story they tell themselves, and it is one 
of many stories possible. If the missionaries had only recognized that poverty is 
not past or already overcome but very much still present and persistent in Korea, 
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they might have encountered the foreign country  diff erently—not as a territory 
of their past but a sobering refl ection of their present. To recognize the present 
and produce a diff erent future, in other words, the past must also be reinscribed.

Notes

1. gmf and all names used in this article are pseudonyms. This paper is based in part 
on research supported by the Academy of Korean Studies Grant funded by the Korean 
Government (mest) (aks- 2011–aaa- 2104)

2. Also see Book Review  Symposium—“Geraldine Pratt’s ‘Families Apart: Migrant 
Mothers and the Confl icts of Labor and Love,’” Antipode Foundation, blog post, May 7, 
2013, http://antipodefoundation.org/2013/05/07/families- apart/.

3. “Idiom of equivalence” is a phrase used by Sylvia Nam, personal communication, 
June 5, 2013. Also see Nam 2012.

4. I am grateful to Janice Kim at York University for helping me think through the 
continuities between the “Development Generation” and the “War Generation.” Personal 
communication to author, June 6, 2013.

5. Interview with a former missionary, Seoul, July 20, 2007.
6. In Korea, the anthropologist- theologian Paul G. Hiebert has been particularly in-

fl uential in this regard, and four of his books have been translated into Korean and are 
distributed by a leading missionary research agency. Hiebert was a well- known theolo-
gian who taught mission and anthropology at Trinity Evangelical Divinity School, Kansas 
State University, and Fuller Theological Seminary, where he had ample opportunity to 
work with and train Korean and Korean American seminary students. See Hiebert 1996, 
1997, 2006, 2010.
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Moving Beyond the Geography of Privilege

Anh- Thi Le

As I was growing up, my parents constantly impressed on me the importance of 
serving the most vulnerable  populations—the poor, the elderly, the homeless, 
the disabled. I spent the majority of my youth volunteering with food banks 
and other community projects as a member of the Girl Scouts of America, Air 
Force Junior Reserve Offi  cer Training Corps, and student government. In many 
ways, these principles of service and volunteerism are rooted in my parents’ 
struggles as refugees during the Vietnam War and the political, fi nancial, and 
communal support that they received when they fi rst arrived in the United 
States. As a  fi rst- generation Vietnamese American from the global North, my 
commitment to social justice and poverty action is in many ways shaped by my 
family’s history.

When I came to uc Berkeley, I took courses on wealth inequality and 
 poverty- related issues and found a community of likeminded peers who were as 
passionate about social justice as I was. Many of us spent our summers working 
with community development organizations in the United States and abroad. In 
summer 2012, before my fi nal undergraduate year at uc Berkeley, I volunteered 
with a U.S.- based fair- trade women’s empowerment organization in India. I was 
one of forty students in my academic program involved in an international ser-
vice learning experience that summer. The organization I worked with was com-
mitted to alleviating poverty by providing market access and  capacity- building 
opportunities for artisans around the world. By living and immersing myself in 
the community where I worked, I was given a rare opportunity to constantly 
learn, refl ect, and build on my understanding of the development space that I 
was engaging in.

Over a  three- month period, I was tasked with building on- the- ground part-
nerships with community leaders and collecting qualitative data from in- depth 
interviews, life histories, and testimonials from artisans. I had studied the social, 
economic, and political history of India, so I was excited to work directly with 
a partner organization on the ground. However, when I arrived in India and 
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began conducting monitoring and evaluation surveys, I found myself acutely 
aware of my identity as a young, educated volunteer from the United States, and 
I worried about how the women I surveyed and worked with perceived me. The 
surveys not only highlighted the poverty of the women but also highlighted 
the stark economic and political diff erences between my life and theirs. As a 
volunteer from the global North interviewing an artisan from the global South, 
our relationship refl ected a geography of privilege in which there is a division 
“between the saved and unsaved,  mission- sending and mission receiving, and 
between aid- sending donor nations and aid- receiving nations in the developing 
world (Han, in this volume). Gathering personal information about the artisans 
I worked with seemed to produce the notion that I had some technical expertise 
that would alleviate the obstacles they shared.

On the one hand, I was able to overcome feelings of insecurity about wealth 
and cultural diff erences once we began working collaboratively on handicraft  
projects and spent time together outside of our regular work hours. I came to 
see these women as partners, friends, and extended  family—not just as poor 
people. On the other hand, nothing could change the fact that our relationship 
was defi ned by my role as a volunteer, and theirs as benefi ciaries, for an organi-
zation dedicated to alleviating the lives of these women.

While I was able to support the organization through a host of monitoring 
and evaluation surveys and partnerships with new buyers in the United States, 
I questioned how I, as a young, American woman could play a role in address-
ing issues of the global South. I carried these sentiments back to uc Berkeley, 
where I found my peers in similar predicaments. We questioned our identities 
and privilege as  short- term volunteers from the global North working to help 
those living in the global South. But how eff ective could we be as workers in a 
place where we did not speak the local language, and where our specifi c skill 
sets might bear only a passing resemblance to what is actually needed? If we go 
somewhere else to help people, what assumptions are we making about those 
we are trying to help? How can we really address issues of inequality if we are 
geographically distant from the social and political challenges that shape the 
everyday lives of the poor?

It was aft er deep refl ection we found that though we were all volunteers from 
the global North, our identities and intentions varied greatly, allowing us to 
conceptualize our encounters with poverty individually and move beyond the 
global North global South framework. For me, traveling and working in India 
supplemented my academic and professional development, as I was interested 
in learning about the role of international ngos in addressing women’s issues 
in India. For some, it was about gaining professional experience, contributing 
expertise, or adding a service experience to their resume. And for others, it was 
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about gaining worldly perspective, engaging in the realities of wealth inequality, 
or achieving personal growth. Our diverse motivations and engagements with 
poverty refl ect our studies, service background, and personal identities in a way 
that is not represented by a global North–global South divide. 

This geography of privilege delineates the characteristics and histories of 
the global North and the global South, the developed from the developing and 
eff ectively, the volunteers and the poor. Volunteerism produces the geography 
of privilege, as the relationship oft en represents a transfer of services from the 
global North to the South, reinforcing paternalistic power imbalances as in-
teractions are about giving and receiving across wealth, class, and geographic 
boundaries. As the refl ections of my peers show, our motivations and encounters 
with poverty present another way to look at engagements with poverty that 
studies individual sources of aff ect and moves beyond the hierarchical global 
North–South relationship.

I am reminded of Han’s discussion in this volume of how  cross- national and 
intergenerational volunteers from South Korea shared their own imaginations 
of development, producing a geography of privilege rooted in a South–South 
interaction that is not strictly defi ned by the global North–South divide. While 
I am geographically from the global North, my histories and experiences are 
rooted in generations of struggle that go well beyond my personal identity as 
an American. Thus, my encounters with poverty are shaped by my identity as a 
child of Vietnamese refugees in a way that is not and could not be defi ned by a 
stark North–South binary.

I acknowledge the inherent cultural, social, and economic diff erences be-
tween myself and those I worked with in India. However, the notion that the 
relationship is distinctly and geographically defi ned by the global North and 
the global South leaves out other histories. Reframing the global North and 
the global South framework of development in a way that moves beyond the 
geography of privilege allows us to understand and orient how our identities 
shape our encounters with poverty. That is, in a relationship not only defi ned 
by our geographic diff erences but also grounded in our personal and individual 
identities and histories.
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The Duration of Inequality
Limits, Liability, and the Historical 
Specifi city of Poverty

Alyosha Goldstein

The “persistence of poverty” is a constitutive dilemma for the idea of historical 
progress. Despite proclamations to the contrary, this is not because poverty is a 
foundational problem to be solved as such, but rather because the idea of prog-
ress demands the counterpoint of destitution in a variety of ways, especially as 
it is articulated with economic development, capitalist accumulation, and the 
promise of prosperity. However, for poverty to be plausible as a contradiction 
or residual circumstance within the advance of progress, it is a problem that 
requires moments of apparent incremental resolution and institutional mecha-
nisms that enact periodization and confer closure. Progress depends upon that 
which it ostensibly overcomes. Law has been among the most prominent of such 
mechanisms for the ways in which it passes  judgment—assessing past wrongs 
and establishing precedent for the  future—and how it institutes epochal shift s 
toward the presumably immanent realization of the greater good of justice. In 
this sense, history appears as the ultimate judgment, as in to be “on the right 
side of history” and the divine “last judgment” (Koselleck 2002: 218–47). This 
essay focuses on the particular series of legal settlements funded by the Claims 
Resolution Act (cra) as a means of considering how and why poverty is made 
 history—rendered progressively past, resolved, and  reconciled—in the context 
of the contemporary United States. What follows is an inquiry into the tension 
between demands for the redress of historical injustice and the genealogies of 
dispossession that are ongoing but that exceed the conventional terms of the 
“persistence of poverty.”

Upon signing the cra into law in December 2010, President Barack Obama 
declared that the legislation was not “simply a matter of making amends. It’s 
about reaffi  rming our values on which this nation was  founded—principles of 
fairness and equality and opportunity. It’s about helping families who suff ered 
through no fault of their own get back on their feet. It’s about restoring a sense 
of trust between the American people and the government that plays such an 
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important role in their lives” (“Remarks by the President” 2010). Indeed, this leg-
islation assembled and funded a series of historic  class- action lawsuit settlements 
that were milestones for civil rights and Native American claims litigation in 
the United States. The cra appropriated $3.4 billion for the settlement reached 
in Cobell v. Salazar, a case against the Interior and Treasury Departments for 
their mismanagement of American Indian trust accounts created by the 1887 
General Allotment Act. The legislation also included In re Black Farmers Dis-
crimination Litigation, a suit against the U.S. Department of Agriculture that 
was the single largest civil rights settlement in U.S. history. Additionally, the 
cra funded a series of prodigious Indian water rights cases, as well as extending 
the Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (tanf) program. If the duration 
of dispossession and impoverishment addressed by the Claims Resolution Act 
surpassed and suppressed the lifetimes of many of those aff ected, the settlements 
and the legislation as a whole promised to bring closure to the longstanding 
wrongs perpetrated by the federal agencies involved.

This essay focuses specifi cally on the temporal provisions through which the 
Claims Resolution Act purports to either resolve or render provisional the forms 
of inequity collected under its auspices (for further discussion of the cra, see 
Goldstein 2014a). I argue that the cra’s juridical bundling of cases brings into 
proximity discrepant histories and geographies of expropriation and poverty 
so as to situate these within an overarching teleology of progress and improve-
ment in the face of contemporary economic and social volatility. This proximity 
ultimately suggests historical and  present- day entanglements that unsettle the 
proposed terms of juridical closure. This prospective closure reduces racialized 
logics of dehumanization, property, and dispossession to aberrant acts of dis-
crimination, mismanaged accounting, and temporary need.

For the purposes of this essay, I limit my analysis of the legislation to the Co-
bell and In re Black Farmers settlements and the provisions for extending tanf 
block grants. The fi rst part of the essay provides an overview of the two settle-
ments and the stakes of bringing closure to the issues raised by each of the two 
 class- action lawsuits. As Ananya Roy emphasizes with regard to the “aporias of 
poverty” in the introduction to this volume, I am interested here in what Jacques 
Derrida calls “the time of the problematic closure,” which “assigns a domain, 
a territory, or a fi eld to an inquiry, a research, or a knowledge” (Derrida 1993: 
44, 40).1 The next section of the essay looks at the legislative assemblage of the 
Claims Resolution Act and situates the cra and the two settlements in the dy-
namics of the present. My focus in this section is on how and why the perspective 
of the present renders the disparate histories of impoverishment legible in par-
ticular ways. The essay’s third part examines the temporalization of inequality 
evident in the stipulations for time limits, sanctions, and marriage promotion in 
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the Temporary Assistance to Needy Families block grants included in the cra. 
I argue that the time- limited and conjugal terms through which these social 
policy provisions insist that poverty and need can only be temporary express a 
corollary to the historical foreclosures enacted by Cobell and In re Black Farmers. 
Furthermore, these measures aim to bestow incremental forms of privatized res-
olution through expressions of personal responsibility that ultimately enable the 
intensifi cation of expropriation and disposability evident in the ongoing forms 
of immiseration that exceed the settlements pledged by the cra. The essay itself 
concludes with an analysis of the evocations of reconciliation and resolution in 
relation to the cra settlements as methods of deferral and displacement. I sug-
gest that such deferral and displacement convey the ongoing reconfi guration of 
genealogies of dispossession that are at once mutually constitutive and distinct. 
As such, they refuse the attribution of poverty as a transhistorical counterpoint 
to progress. Poverty is not single axiomatic condition that persists throughout 
time and changes only in degrees of intensity. Poverty is not a universal con-
dition of defi ciency and misery against which the supposedly fi tful advance of 
progress can be measured.

Yet, as a gesture toward such progress, the resolution sanctioned by the cra 
presumes that those who are aggrieved aspire to inclusion and strives to shore 
up the prevailing social and economic order. In this essay, I aim to trouble this 
presumption of inclusion as the self- evident logic of resolution and as in cer-
tain respects commanding the collective trajectory of desire to have and to be 
in particular ways because those ways hold the promise ultimately of life and 
survival. If poverty is understood as designating economic and social relations 
of  antagonism—rather than simply a lack of money or  resources—how might 
living under particular historical conditions of dispossession perform what 
Elizabeth Povinelli (2011: 125) describes as “the entwinement of endurance and 
exhaustion” in ways that serve as the source of other’s well- being and material 
accumulation?

Settlement and Conclusion

Remarkable for the sheer magnitude of their historical scope and monetary 
compensation, Cobell and In re Black Farmers each entail challenges to the most 
egregious practices of expropriation, displacement, and outright theft  perpe-
trated with the United States as accomplice against peoples already incessantly 
exposed to poverty, racialized subordination, and early death. Inasmuch as the 
circumstances under contention in Cobell are those of U.S. settler colonial ad-
ministration and In re Black Farmers are arguably a consequence of the aft erlife 
of chattel slavery, the historical conceits of property and value in the United 
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States are implicated in the stakes of the settlements. Rather than indicating 
poverty as an outcome of anomalous acts, these cases specify dispossession as a 
social and economic relation that endures while also substantively changing over 
time. More than simply taking and displacing, dispossession here presupposes 
and conforms possession itself.

In North America the entangled histories of colonialism, slavery, and racism 
serve as present conditions of possibility. As Jodi Byrd (2011: 122–23) contends, 
“That the continued colonization of American Indian nations, peoples, and 
lands provides the United States the economic and material resources needed 
to cast its imperialist gaze globally is a fact that is simultaneously obvious 
 within—and yet continually obscured by—what is essentially a settler colony’s 
national construction of itself as an ever more perfect multicultural, multiracial 
democracy.” Audra Simpson (2011: 209) likewise forcefully insists: “It is in these 
complicated relationships to the past, to territory, and to governance that Indi-
geneity . . . fundamentally interrupts what is received, what is ordered, what is 
supposed to be settled.” To attend to colonialism, and to slavery and its aft erlives, 
is to acknowledge that continental conquest and the diverse forms of unin-
corporation, inclusion, and attenuated sovereignty perpetrated by the United 
States remain unsettling and ongoing. Saidiya Hartman (2002: 758) thus asks: 
“How might we understand mourning, when the event has yet to end? When 
the injuries not only perdure, but are infl icted anew? Can one mourn what has 
yet ceased happening?” Hence, for Hartman (2002: 759) “the time of slavery” 
as “the relation between the past and the present, the horizon of loss, the extant 
legacy of slavery, the antinomies of redemption . . . and irreparability . . . negates 
the  common- sense intuition of time as continuity or progression, then and now 
coexist; we are coeval with the dead.” The historical reciprocities of territorial 
dispossession and forms of racialized coerced labor remain directly tied to the 
economic logic of property and value, even as their particular valences change 
over time. Indeed, despite bestowing conclusion, such legislation as the Claims 
Resolution Act testifi es to this endurance. Neither a historical deviation nor a 
passing moment in the nation’s development, U.S. colonialism is a perpetually 
incomplete project that strives to resolve and to preserve its logic of possession 
and fi nality by disavowing the sustained defi ance that it encounters and violent 
dislocation that it demands (Goldstein 2014b). The racial logic of slavery like-
wise fundamentally persists as a calculus of valuation and expendability. Rather 
than diminishing in consequence, these collisions and confrontations remain 
unabated in the colonial present.2

The Cobell v. Salazar class action lawsuit was fi led in 1996 on behalf of ap-
proximately fi ve hundred thousand individual Indian owners of the trust lands 
that were a result of the 1887 General Allotment Act (also known as the Dawes 
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Severalty Act). Allotment followed a century of escalating seizure of tribal lands, 
the removal and circumscription of tribal nations to reservations, and intensi-
fying war and extralegal violence against indigenous peoples in North America. 
Reformist advocates for allotment such as the Indian Rights Association argued 
that privately held land titles and cultivating liberal individualism were neces-
sary to defend Indians against further land theft  and annihilation. The act sought 
to dismantle collectively held tribal lands into individually owned and alienable 
property and to sell off  land considered in surplus of the individual allotments. 
Native landholding fell sharply from 138 million acres in 1887 to 52 million acres 
in 1934, when allotment policy offi  cially ended.3 The legislation also imposed 
competency criteria to assess the degree of federal oversight required on behalf 
of the individual Indians who held fee- simple title to the newly apportioned par-
cels. In the many cases where such oversight was deemed necessary, the Depart-
ment of the Interior (doi) continues to hold the parcels in trust and to negotiate 
leases with private companies and non- Indian proprietors for the extraction of 
oil, timber, coal, and other minerals, as well as to broker grazing and agricultural 
agreements. Fees for the leases are paid to the Individual Indian Money (iim) 
Trust Fund accounts administered by the U.S. Treasury Department and the 
doi’s Bureau of Indian Aff airs, which in turn are supposed to disburse regular 
payments to the individual account holders. The Cobell suit charged the United 
States government with gross neglect of its fi duciary obligations for the Interior 
and Treasury Departments’ fl agrant mismanagement of the iim accounts since 
their creation in 1887. Indeed, the plaintiff s estimated $137.2 billion in unpaid 
trust funds between 1887 and 2000 by  cross- referencing the historical records 
of the companies that leased trust lands from the Bureau of Indian Aff airs and 
adding interest.4

The Cobell lawsuit generated more than  thirty- six hundred fi lings, eighty 
published opinions, and eleven appellate decisions between 1996 and 2009. 
Although reports on the federal government’s negligent administration of the 
leases and accounts go back at least as far as 1915, momentum for what became 
the Cobell suit reached a turning point between the 1970s and early 1990s (U.S. 
Joint Commission 1915). In 1975 the allottees of Quinault Tribe sued the federal 
government to recover damages resulting from the mismanagement of timber 
resources on the Quinault Reservation, which eventually led to the 1983 Supreme 
Court ruling in their favor in United States v. Mitchell (Nagel 1983). A public 
scandal ensued when a bia accountant leaked internal audits of the agency as ev-
idence of its egregious and endemic fi scal misconduct (Henry 1994). The scandal 
prompted a 1992 Congressional Oversight Hearing report and the subsequent 
Indian Trust Fund Management Reform Act of 1994, although no substantial 
changes in the Interior Department’s operations were in place by the time the 
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Cobell suit was fi led two years later. When brought to court, Cobell demanded 
two measures. First, it sought a full accounting of the money owed to iim ben-
efi ciaries. Second, it called for a substantial reform of the Interior Department’s 
administration of the Indian trust funds. As Richard Monette, Anglique Eagle-
Woman, Kimberly Craven, and other critics of the 2009 settlement have pointed 
out, the settlement ignored both of these demands and instead substituted a 
monetary award to the  class- action plaintiff s. Signifi cantly less than the initial 
plaintiff  estimate, the suit was settled for a total of $3.4 billion (Files 2004).

In 1998, early in the litigation, the  Reagan- appointed Federal District Court 
judge Royce Lamberth ruled that in managing iim accounts, federal agencies 
would be held to the same account management standards as any other trustee, 
such as a bank, rather than to the less- strict statutory governmental standards. 
The following year, and then again in 2002, Judge Lamberth held the Secretary 
of the Interior, Assistant Secretary of the Interior, and Treasury Secretary in 
contempt for withholding evidence and failing to cooperate with the inquiry. 
In 2002 the New York Times reported that “the physical records have fallen into 
disrepair, been lost, or, in some cases, been purposefully destroyed,” and indeed 
the Department of Treasury acknowledged that it had destroyed 162 boxes of 
relevant documents while the case was pending (“Contempt at Interior” 2002). 
In 2005 Lamberth wrote that “our ‘modern’ Interior department has time and 
again demonstrated that it is a  dinosaur—the morally and culturally oblivious 
hand- me- down of a disgracefully racist and imperialist government that should 
have been buried a century ago, the last pathetic outpost of the indiff erence and 
anglocentrism we thought we had left  behind” (“Memorandum and Order,” 
07/12/05, reprinted in Stein 2005). The following year, at the request of the Justice 
Department, a federal appeals panel removed Lamberth from the case because 
he “lacked objectivity,” declaring that “our ruling today presents an opportunity 
for a fresh start” (Files 2006: a18).

Notably, the temporal terms of Lamberth’s  condemnation—that the racism 
and imperialist disposition of the Interior Department was out of step with to-
day’s more enlightened norms, that it was behind the times, as it were—charged 
that, rather than Indian claimants, it was the federal government that was “out of 
time”—“the last pathetic outpost of the indiff erence and anglocentrism.” Yet even 
the moral outrage expressed by Lamberth is in the fi nal instance nonetheless an 
affi  rmation U.S. historical progress, a narrative itself predicated on situating Na-
tive Americans as “out of time” and awaiting inclusion. Thus, he contends that “it 
reminds us that even today our great democratic enterprise remains unfi nished” 
(“Memorandum and Order,” 07/12/05, reprinted in Stein 2005). However, the 
court’s support for a “full and accurate accounting” to iim benefi ciaries ended 
with Lamberth’s dismissal. His replacement, Judge James Robertson, ruled in 



204 • Alyosha Goldstein

January 2008 that the Interior Department’s accounting for the funds was un-
feasible “as a conclusion of law,” because the department could not “achieve an 
accounting that passes muster as a trust accounting” (quoted in Kim 2010: 6) 
due to inadequate appropriations by Congress. The U.S. Court of Appeals for 
the District of Columbia likewise supported “an administrative balancing of 
cost, time, and accuracy.” The appeals court concluded that “the unique nature 
of this trust requires the district court to exercise equitable powers in resolving 
the paradox between classical accounting and limited government resources,” 
and recommended “low- cost statistical methods of estimating benefi ts across 
class sub- groups” (U.S. Court of Appeals for the District of Columbia Circuit 
2009: 4) rather than a full accounting. In other words, rather than calculating 
the amounts owed based on the records themselves, a statistical sampling based 
on the discretion of the Interior Department would be used to estimate average 
totals.

And it was under these circumstances that lead plaintiff  Elouise Cobell re-
marked at the case’s settlement in December 2009: “We are compelled to settle 
by the sobering realization that our class grows smaller each day as our elders 
die and are forever prevented from receiving just compensation” (quoted in 
Savage 2009: a1).5 Speaking in an interview on cnn in November 2010, John 
Boyd, founder and president of the National Black Farmers Association and 
a principal force behind the African American farmers’ discrimination suits 
against the Department of Agriculture, similarly emphasized the need to vin-
dicate and bring “justice to black farmers who had been waiting so very very 
long . . . [so long that] many black farmers have died at the plow while waiting 
for justice.”6 Gary R. Grant, president of the Black Farmers and Agriculturists 
Association, was among those present at the Claims Resolution Act presidential 
signing ceremony the following month. Grant was decidedly less sanguine than 
others commenting on the event, observing, “Seemingly forgotten in the process 
are those Black farmers who are in the Administrative Process or have outstand-
ing court claims, like my parents, not to mention those who fi led Civil Rights 
claims during the ‘Bush years’ who are now threatened with loss of their claims 
because of the Statutes of Limitations being used against them since the Bush 
Administration did pretty much as the Reagan Administration by stripping the 
offi  ce of Civil Rights and not following up on fi led claims” (quoted in McBride 
2010, 1a). Grant noted that the settlement, as with so many of the federal gov-
ernment’s usda discrimination inquiries before, conveyed no penalties for the 
agency or those of its representatives who were directly culpable for the racist 
practices identifi ed in the suit. Furthermore, many of the African American 
farmers who actually do get compensation from the discrimination settlements 
will pay the money toward costs related to their previous bankruptcy. Neither 
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did the settlement resolve the consequences of their past debts nor did it sub-
stantially provide for future possibilities to resume farming. What the settlement 
did—through a standardized and fi nite distribution of  payments—was insist 
that federally institutionalized racial inequality was past, fi nished, and resolved 
in the progressive realization of justice presumably immanent to law.

Although hostile to black farmers since its inception, during the economic 
crisis of 1930s the Department of Agriculture’s newly created loan programs 
directly contributed to diminishing the hard- won gains of African Americans 
since Emancipation. Despite the failures of the Freedmen’s Bureau and the 
1866 Southern Homestead Act to redistribute property to emancipated African 
Americans, 20 percent of black agriculturalists managed to purchase at least 
some arable land by 1880. Although by comparison 60 percent of all southern 
white farmers owned their land at this time, which on average was valued at 
twice as much as their black counterparts, African American farmers contin-
ued to increase their property holdings in spite of concerted white hostility and 
violence (Daniel 1972; Biegert 1998; Clark 2012). By 1910 African Americans 
held title to approximately 16 million acres of farmland, and by 1920 there were 
925,000  black- owned farms in the United States (Browne 1973).

New Deal legislation established the usda as the “lender of last resort” and 
created local county committees to administer loans to qualifying farmers. These 
local boards, acting subsequently under the auspices of the usda’s Farmers 
Home Administration and then the Farm Service Administration, were respon-
sible for making supervised long- term loans to farmers who were unable to fi nd 
other fi nancing. The county committees had considerable infl uence on agricul-
tural development and individual farm capacity. The committees made super-
vised long- term loans to farmers who were unable to fi nd other fi nancing, and 
they set limits on the maximum amount of acreage upon which farmers could 
raise their crops. In the South, until as late as the mid- 1960s, these committees 
were comprised entirely of white farmers who used their fi scal and planning 
authority to systematically dispossess and eliminate black farmers in the South. 
Loans were especially crucial during this period and aft er the Second World 
War, because of the cost of new agricultural technologies required for modern-
ized  production—which also had the eff ect of decreasing the labor required 
to farm—and the increasing competition from corporate argibusiness. Small 
farmers, as a group, tend to be looked upon as uncreditworthy by both public 
and private lenders (Conkin 2008; Fite 1984; Havard 2001; Hurt 2003; Schulman 
1994). The 1946 Farmers’ Home Administration Act—which is the source of 
the usda’s current loan  programs—and the 1961 Consolidated Farmers’ Home 
Administration Act—which sought to address the increasing need for credit 
as a result of agricultural mechanization—continued to expand and refi ne the 
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usda’s function as a fi scal safety net, yet once again largely bypassed farmers 
of color (Grim 1995, 1996). Small- scale farming declined signifi cantly over the 
course of the twentieth century as a result of the industrialization and corpo-
ratization of agribusiness, but there was a considerable disparity between the 
98 percent decrease of black farmers as compared to 66 percent among whites. 
Whereas African Americans had acquired title to approximately 16 million acres 
of farmland between the end of the Civil War and 1910, and there were 925,000 
 black- owned farms in the United States in 1920, by 1997, the year the fi rst Pigford 
 class- action lawsuit was fi led, African American farmers owned and operated 
only 18,451 farms (Daniel 2013).

The discrimination suits brought by black farmers demonstrated the federal 
government’s direct role in the decline of African American farm ownership. 
usda impropriety had been identifi ed by numerous government investigations. 
In the wake of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights 
initiated an inquiry into the discriminatory practices of the Department of Ag-
riculture, sometimes referred to as “the last plantation.” The commission’s 1965 
report found that despite the agency’s signifi cant contributions to “raising the 
economic, educational, and social levels of thousands of farm and rural families” 
African American farmers were “a glaring exception to this picture of progress” 
(U.S. Commission on Civil Rights 1965: 8). The commission also reported that 
usda assistance to black farmers was “consistently diff erent from that furnished 
to whites.” Black farmers routinely had their property seized, while white farmers 
were allowed to restructure loans or purchase needed equipment. In 1982 the 
U.S. Commission on Civil Rights published the results of another inquiry into 
the usda that demonstrated that since the 1965 report, the agency had—apart 
from establishing a division for reviewing civil rights  violations—made little 
or no progress in eliminating discriminatory actions against African American 
farmers (U.S. Commission on Civil Rights 1982). The Reagan administration’s 
response was to close the usda’s Offi  ce of Civil Rights Enforcement and Ad-
judication in 1983. In 1997 a Civil Rights Action Team (crat) report observed 
that the usda was commonly perceived as playing a key role forcing nonwhite 
and independent farmers off  their land through discriminatory loan practices 
(Civil Rights Action Team 1997).

The crat study had been prompted by events that began in December 1996, 
when a group of African American farmers protested outside the White House, 
calling for President Bill Clinton to ensure fair treatment for them in the federal 
government’s agricultural lending programs. The farmers also fi led suit in court 
against then Secretary of Agriculture Dan Glickman demanding an end to farm 
foreclosures and restitution for bankruptcy that was a result of discrimination. 
The class action lawsuit Pigford v. Glickman was settled in 1999 for discrimi-
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nation between 1983 and 1997—the period since the confl uence of the Reagan 
administration’s decision to close the usda’s Offi  ce of Civil Rights Enforcement 
and Adjudication and the devastating farm fi nancial crisis of the 1980s (Grant, 
Wood, and Wright 2012; Daniel 2013).

In his opinion for the original consent decree for Pigford I, fi led in April 1999, 
U.S. District Court Judge Paul L. Friedman observed that the Department of 
Agriculture was created on May 15, 1862, “as Congress was debating the issue of 
providing land for freed former slaves” (“Civil Actions” 2007: 666). What Fried-
man regarded as “a fair resolution of the claims brought in this case and a good 
fi rst step toward assuring that the kind of discrimination that has been visited on 
African American farmers since Reconstruction will not continue into the next 
century,” had acquired the full force of historical conclusion by the signing of 
the Claims Resolution Act (“Civil Actions” 2007: 667). The deadline for submit-
ting a claim as a class member was September 2000, but as of November 2010, 
only 69 percent of the eligible class members had fi nal adjudications approved. 
Many voiced concern over the structure of the settlement agreement, the large 
number of applicants who fi led late, and reported defi ciencies in representation 
by class counsel. A provision in the 2008 farm bill permitted any claimant who 
had submitted a late- fi ling request under Pigford and who had not previously 
obtained a determination on the merits of his or her claim to petition in federal 
court to obtain such a determination. A maximum of $100 million in manda-
tory spending was made available for payment of these claims, and the multiple 
claims that were subsequently fi led were consolidated into a single case, In re 
Black Farmers Discrimination Litigation (commonly referred to as Pigford II).

In February 2010 Attorney General Eric Holder and Secretary of Agriculture 
Tom Vilsack announced a $1.25 billion settlement of these Pigford II claims. With 
the funding appropriated by the Claims Resolution Act, South Carolina con-
gressman James Clyburn declared that “we removed this stain on our country’s 
history. What happened to our nation’s African American farmers and Native 
Americans was wrong, and we have made it right” (quoted in Southall 2010). In 
his formal statement on the cra, Vilsack (2010) remarked that the legislation 
would “fi nally allow usda to turn the page on past discrimination against black 
farmers. . . . The process has been long and oft en diffi  cult, but we can’t wait any 
longer to close this sad chapter in usda’s history.” That the legislation would 
“fi nally allow” Vilsack and the usda to “close this sad chapter” of course im-
plies a peculiar inversion whereby the usda—rather than the African American 
farmers who initiated the  lawsuit—was “waiting for justice” and hoping for the 
juridical possibility of ending its long- standing institutionalized practices of 
racial discrimination.

Both adjudication and settlement serve as a means of indemnifying defen-
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dants against future claims. Yet settlement means that plaintiff  and defendant 
have agreed to forgo full litigation through trial in favor of a mode of alternative 
dispute resolution (adr) that does not entail the admission of wrongdoing on 
the part of the defendant. Critics of settlement, such as Owen Fiss, contrast ad-
judication as public deliberation to settlement as private negotiation and argue 
for the social good of adjudication (Fiss 1984; Erichson 2009). According to 
Judith Resnik (2008: 796), the “worldwide movement toward adr is propelled 
by political and social forces trumpeting deregulation and privatization and is 
staff ed by lawyers and other professionals seeking and shaping new markets.”

As the number of cases going to trial continues to  decline—partially due to 
the enormous and oft en preemptive cost of  litigation—settlement has become 
an increasingly common element of adr. Most relevant in the context of the 
Claims Resolution Act are the ways in which the form of settlement itself sig-
nals outstanding confl icts and the current market dynamics of privatization (A. 
Cohen 2009, 2011; Issacharoff  and Nagareda 2008).

Poverty and the Present Tense

Cobell and In re Black Farmers reached settlement, but both required Congres-
sional authorization and hence legislation to fund the settlements. The fi rst 
deadline for congressional authorization for Cobell was set for February 28, 
2010. This was extended by two months just before the Obama administration 
announced the settlement of In re Black Farmers contingent on congressional 
authorization by deadline of March 31. Throughout the year, authorization for 
both settlements was separately debated and the deadline extended. Eff orts to 
appropriate funding for each settlement independently turned to their strategic 
placement within other legislative proposals. An act to provide emergency relief 
to earthquake victims in Chile and Haiti eventually became the Claims Resolu-
tion Act, fi rst with a proposed amendment “making emergency supplemental 
appropriations for disaster relief and summer jobs . . . and for other purposes,” 
including Cobell and In re Black Farmers, and next with the removal of the 
emergency assistance to Chile and Haiti. In the interim, there were attempts to 
include both settlements (along with the tanf block grant extension) in May as 
part of a bill titled the American Jobs and Closing Tax Loopholes Act and in July 
within an act authorizing supplemental war funding. In its fi nal form, the Claims 
Resolution Act used fi nes collected under the Continued Dumping and Subsidy 
Off set Act, a protectionist trade law that the World Trade Organization had 
forced the United States to repeal in 2005, to fund the settlements. The diverse 
elements that ultimately made up the cra were thus negotiated and threaded 
together across a tumultuous geopolitical landscape that included emergency 
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disaster relief abroad, a jobs bill prompted by massive unemployment in the 
wake of the 2006–8 fi nancial crisis, expanded military spending to underwrite 
the proliferation of U.S. global warfare, and protectionist trade legislation as a 
counterpoint to free- market international policy. Each discrete settlement, even 
if arbitrarily combined in the cra, relied on the broader assemblage in which 
it was placed to successfully navigate the maneuvers of legislative expediency.

The cra requires an analysis of the historical conjunctures within which 
these legislative negotiations were undertaken and the  class- action lawsuits set-
tled, as well as an accounting of the multiple intertwined pasts that at once fi ll, 
exceed, and are made reconcilable by this juridical framing. Methodologically, 
this entails foregrounding what Walter Benjamin has described as the dialectical 
“relation of what- has- been to the now.” Benjamin (1999: 462, 463) argues that 
“each ‘now’ is the now of particular recognizability” that attains or accedes “to 
legibility only at a particular time.” With the cra, this legibility emerges precisely 
through juridical terms that claim to conclude multiple pasts, which now appear 
to have lost their hold in the present tense through which they are visible. To 
discern this particular recognizability is thus to decipher elements of the specifi c 
dialectical constellation of now while also conceding the distinctions and in-
commensurabilities that inhere in what- has- been. During the current moment, 
with accelerated fi nancialization and market speculation deferring the present 
to an anticipated future time of augmented value for some and dispossession 
for many, eff orts to foreclose and conclude the past in particular ways acquire 
a deliberate urgency. It is within this interval that those who are expended and 
devalued by such speculative regimes struggle to make what Neferti Tadiar (2013: 
23) so evocatively calls “remaindered life- times” under “conditions of their own 
superfl uity or disposability.”

In the logic of limiting liability that animates the structure of settler colo-
nialism and the mechanisms of “neoliberal multiculturalism” (Melamed 2011), 
recognition and accommodation provide a means of justifying and invigorat-
ing colonial sovereignty and racial capitalism (Coulthard 2014). The calculated 
distribution of limits and liabilities is, among other things, a temporal strategy. 
The Claims Resolution Act participates in the making of what Kevin Bruyneel 
(2007: 171) calls “colonial time”—a temporal location that situates “tribal sov-
ereignty as a political expression that is out of (another) time, and therefore a 
threat to contemporary American political life and political space.” Indeed, the 
binding force of law and juridical reason has been among the most prevalent 
forms of rendering indigenous peoples as out of time. But this is certainly not a 
dynamic limited to the domain of law. Elizabeth Povinelli’s conception of “social 
tense” as a technique for governing social diff erence is particularly useful in this 
respect. She argues that “late liberal governance makes use of an array of social 
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tenses to legitimate its powers over life and death” with the social divisions of 
tense helping to “shape how social belonging, abandonment, and endurance are 
enunciated and experienced within late liberalism” (Povinelli 2011: 51, 11). The 
ways in which social diff erence is attributed temporal diff erence “are at hand 
when accounts of ongoing structural social harm are explained from a neoliberal 
or late liberal perspective.” Moreover, as is especially pronounced in the Claims 
Resolution Act, the social divisions of tense “continually defl ect moral sense and 
practical reason from the durative present to an absolute diff erence between 
presence and absence or the critical diff erence between the future anterior and 
the past perfect” (Povinelli 2011: 13).

This partitioning of tense was amply on display as Congress deliberated on 
the cra. Debated in the wake of the midterm elections of 2010, congressional 
statements on the question of appropriating funds for settlements clearly regis-
tered both the persistent fi scal insecurities of the economic crisis and the recent 
Republican electoral victories. The legislation’s Democratic supporters framed 
their arguments in terms of debt and the moral imperatives of fi scal responsibil-
ity. Congresswoman Sheila Jackson Lee (D- Tex.) contended: “America is a place 
of equality. . . . [L]egitimate issues addressing native lands have now been re-
solved. This is not a handout. This legislation is paid for” (Congressional Record, 
November 30, 2010: h7656). Representative Ed Perlmutter (D- Colo.) insisted: 
“America needs to pay its debts and not allow this kind of discrimination to go 
forward. . . . This country pays its bills” (h7654, h7657). Nick Rahall (D- W.V.) 
likewise declared “I am proud to say that we have been able to resolve these 
longstanding litigation matters without adding to the Federal defi cit” (h7686). 
Reiterating the racially infl ected paternalistic language of “handouts” and “re-
sponsibility,” Democrats emphasized the correlation between legitimacy and 
solvency as a national imperative.

It was in this context that Congressman Doc Hastings (R- Wash.) nonetheless 
reprimanded the Democrats sponsoring the bill, claiming that “the message 
from the voters in November’s election was unmistakable: It’s very clear the 
American people do care about Congress acting in a transparent, open, and 
fi scally responsible manner.” Hastings contended, “at a time of record defi cit 
spending and record Federal debt, it is the duty of Congress to ask questions to 
ensure that these settlements are in the best interest of the taxpayers” (Congres-
sional Record, November 30, 2010: h7686). Not surprisingly, neither the tax-
payer nor the interest he invoked coincides with the Native American or African 
American claimants. Moreover, Representative Steve King (R- Iowa) dismissively 
characterized the Pigford II settlement in particular as “modern- day reparations” 
and, along with Congresswoman Michele Bachmann (R- Minn.), argued that its 
claims process was rife with fraud. King bemoaned “spending money that we 
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don’t have for causes that don’t have the support of the American people.” Sug-
gesting that between 75 and 90 percent of the Pigford applicants were fraudulent, 
he declared: “We can’t be paying  modern- day slavery reparations thinking we 
compensate what took place in the past. We have the future to worry about” 
Congressional Record, December 1, 2010, h7845, h7850). Regrettable as aspects of 
this past may have been, according to King, racial opportunists now threatened 
the vitality of the United States with duplicitous claims that neither served nor 
had the endorsement of the “American people.” Congresswoman Virginia Foxx 
(R- N.C.) maintained that “the growing defi cits under the Democrats’ leadership 
will ultimately lead to a lower standard of living and less opportunity for future 
generations of Americans. As spending by the Federal Government grows to un-
sustainable levels, the U.S. will sacrifi ce its sovereignty by becoming dependent 
on debt borrowed from foreign countries” Congressional Record, November 30, 
2010, h7656). Thus, the specter of dependency, debt, and national economic 
decline not only underwrites the neofeudalization of society, but also fast- tracks 
the upward redistribution of wealth and the prospects for perpetual war in order 
to maintain U.S. geopolitical power. Yet the racial and aff ective claims evident 
here also required further parsing the domains of proper and improper depen-
dency through a reassertion of the operative division between public and private, 
and in this sense, the terms through which Temporary Assistance to Needy 
Families was extended in the cra were indispensable.

Limits and Liabilities

Title 8(b) of the Claims Resolution Act extended Temporary Assistance to Needy 
Families and its initiatives for “healthy- marriage promotion” and “pathways to 
responsible fatherhood” for a year. Notably brief in duration, the tanf extension 
provided time- limited assistance for dire circumstances it determines can only 
be temporary. Although perhaps strikingly out of place amid the settlements 
with which it was grouped in the cra, such temporary assistance affi  rms and 
 repeats—over and over  again—bringing deprivation to closure and resolution. 
However bureaucratically fi ctive this closure and resolution proves to be, it em-
phatically conjures a postwelfare alibi for the cra settlements’ emphasis on 
limiting liability and securing the present from past claims. As such, proponents 
of so- called welfare reform point to steady decline in tanf recipients as proof of 
the program’s success in ending poverty, which they oft en equate with “depen-
dency” on government assistance. From this perspective, a reduction in tanf 
caseloads is evidence of social progress that can be best encouraged only by the 
grudging temporary extension of the program. If time limits and discouraging 
eligibility requirements hasten this attrition, then marriage and heteronorma-
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tivity ostensibly off er the privatized stability and support no longer available as 
public welfare.

The Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act 
( prwora) of 1996 ended “welfare as we know it” by replacing Aid to Dependent 
Families with Children with the newly created tanf block grants (Marchevsky 
and Theoharis 2006; Katz 2008; Morgen, Acker, and Weigt 2010; Gustafson 2011; 
Soss, Fording, and Schram 2011). The temporalization of destitution inscribed 
in tanf functions as a compulsory directive. The law prohibits states from us-
ing federal tanf funds to assist most families for more than a lifetime total of 
sixty months (although some states have used their discretionary authority to 
work around this cutoff  point) (Lindhorst and Mancoske 2006).7 In addition to 
work requirements and sanctions for noncompliance, one of the most contro-
versial features of the prwora was the imposition of time- limited eligibility. The 
 prwora not only imposed strict limits on the parsimonious benefi ts provided 
to recipients, but it set funding for tanf itself to expire in 2002. A series of 
 short- term measures for the temporary extension of the “temporary assistance” 
allocated by tanf maintained the program between its designated expiration 
in 2002 and its reauthorization by Congress for another fi ve years as part of the 
Defi cit Reduction Act of 2005. The Claims Resolution Act extended tanf for 
fi ve years once again in 2010. The provisionality and legislative precarity of the 
program mirror the deliberate impermanence of the support provided. If Cobell 
and Pigford promise historical closure and the resolution of past inequality, the 
tanf extension insists that, apart from the truly incorrigible, poverty exists as an 
interim moment en route to future prosperity for, in President Obama’s words, 
“families who suff ered through no fault of their own” (“Remarks by the Presi-
dent” 2010). By contrast, time will properly dispose of those who by implication 
suff ered by their own  fault—those who do not adequately perform the role of 
willful subject and economic  agent—or, perhaps worst of all, refuse to conform 
to the acceptable conjugal demarcation of the family.

Obama’s prominent role in the call for “responsible fathers” and his admin-
istration’s Fatherhood, Marriage, and Families Innovation Fund was preceded 
by more than twenty years of a growing concurrence between liberals and con-
servatives that heteronormative marriage and the nuclear family were essential 
for the stability and future economic well- being of children (Heath 2012). In 
Dan Quayle’s infamous 1992 campaign speech castigating the fi ctional television 
character Murphy Brown for denigrating family values he declared: “A welfare 
check is not a husband, the state is not a father. It is from parents that children 
learn how to behave in society . . . marriage is probably the best anti- poverty 
program of all” (quoted in Heath 2013: 568). A year later, in an Atlantic Monthly 
article titled “Dan Quayle Was Right,” Barbara Dafoe Whitehead (1993) wrote: 
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“welfare dependency . . . takes two forms: fi rst, single mothers particularly un-
wed mothers, stay on welfare longer than other welfare recipients. . . . Second, 
welfare dependency tends to be passed on from one generation to the next.” 
Contending that public welfare was eroding the foundation of private life, she 
asserted: “The family is responsible for teaching lessons of independence, self- 
restraint, responsibility, and right conduct, which are essential to a free, demo-
cratic society.” Thus, according to Whitehead, the two degenerate temporalities 
were mutually constitutive. An extended reliance on public welfare and the in-
tergenerational eff ects of “broken” homes perpetuating dependency threatened 
freedom and democracy. During the mid- 1990s a number of organizations were 
established to promote marriage and fatherhood as key to public policy, includ-
ing the National Fatherhood Initiative, Promise Keepers, the National Marriage 
Project, Marriage Savers, the Institute for American Values, and the Coalition 
for Marriage, Family, and Couples Education. Arguably, there has been some 
movement to expand the heteronormative imperative to include homonorma-
tive marriage as well, especially aft er the Supreme Court overturned the Defense 
of Marriage Act in 2013.

Directly tied to the terms of compliance and sanctions, the focus on mar-
riage and fatherhood in tanf likewise serves to privatize poverty and enforce 
heteropatriarchy by punishing single motherhood and nonconjugal familial 
arrangements (Monnat 2010; Bentele and Nicoli 2012; Mannix and Freedman 
2013; Weaver 2014). As delineated in prwora, tanf was designed to “end the 
dependence of needy parents on government benefi ts by promoting job prepara-
tion, work, and marriage”; “prevent and reduce the incidence of out- of- wedlock 
pregnancies”; and “encourage the formation and maintenance of two- parent 
families” (prwora 1996). Marriage  promotion—and hence the penalization 
of nonconjugal families or unwed  mothers—has become increasingly central 
to tanf policy. Father initiatives as part of tanf were fi rst proposed with the 
Fathers Count Act in 1998. In 2002 the Bush administration announced that 
one of its highest priorities in “welfare reform” was “healthy” marriage. That 
same year, the House and the Senate Finance Committee passed two bills that 
included marriage provisions. The reauthorization of tanf as part of the Defi cit 
Reduction Act of 2005 included Title IV- A Healthy Marriage and Responsible 
Fatherhood grants  programs—made competitively available to “states, territo-
ries, Indian tribes and tribal organizations, and public and non- profi t groups 
(including religious organizations” (Defi cit Reduction Act 2006). Funding for 
such initiatives has since been a continuous feature of tanf.

These funding initiatives work in tandem with a broader discourse on role 
of “the family” in the persistence of poverty. In July 2013, in anticipation of the 
fi ft ieth anniversary of the Economic Opportunity Act and the War on Poverty, 
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the House Budget Committee chaired by Paul Ryan (R- Wis.) convened a series 
of hearings. In his opening remarks, Ryan insisted: “If you work hard and play 
by the rules, you can get ahead. That is something that we all believe in and that 
we all care about. This is the central promise of this country. We want to protect 
that idea, and we want to preserve it for the next generation” (War on Poverty 
2013: 1). Not surprisingly, given the partisan character of the committee, the 
subsequent report on the hearings stated that “Federal programs are not only 
failing to address the problem [of poverty]. They are also in some signifi cant 
respects making it worse” (House Budget Committee 2014: 9). Although the 
authors note “many reasons why poverty persists to such a wide extent today,” 
they nonetheless conclude: “Perhaps the single most important determinant of 
poverty is family structure. . . . The Moynihan Report identifi ed the breakdown 
of the family as a key cause of poverty within the black community. More recent 
research on Americans of all backgrounds has backed up Moynihan’s argument” 
(House Budget Committee 2014: 4, 5). Indeed there has been a notable revival of 
the Moynihan Report and other versions of the “culture of poverty” thesis, which 
argue that  single- mother  households—as crucibles of deviant black matriarchy 
and the emasculation of African American  males— propagate intergenerational 
racial pathology.8 Journalistic accounts have similarly (re)embraced this argu-
ment. A 2012 New York Times Magazine cover story called “Obama vs. Poverty” 
maintained that although poor people in the United States are materially better 
off  than they were fi ft y years ago, what has become most pronounced is what the 
author calls a “social gap” between poor people and the so- called middle class, a 
social gap made and perpetuated, according to the article, by “family dynamics 
and their eff ects on child development” (Tough 2012, 345; also P. Cohen 2010; 
Lowrey 2014). Thus, marriage is the happy ending that not only promises to 
bring closure to inherited social dysfunction but also the means through which 
to direct the provision of care from the state to the institutions of private life. In 
this sense, the heteronormative two- parent family ostensibly allows for appro-
priate provisional forms of dependency in the private sphere while ultimately 
cultivating independence.

But the supposed vindication of Moynihan as a means of asserting the pri-
macy of marriage is important in another way as well. What makes Moynihan’s 
argument so interesting is that—contrary to much of the criticism aimed at his 
report in the 1960s—he in fact emphasized the historical trauma of structural 
racism and its consequences for the present. Yet he did so in such a way that 
situated the reproduction of these consequences in the supposed breakdown 
of African American families rather than the ongoing realities of white racism 
and racial capitalism. The “tangle of pathology” phrase most associated with 
his report indexes this transposition from the public legacies of slavery to the 



The Duration of Inequality • 215

supposed private psychic dysfunction of  single- mother households. The tanf 
extension provides an analogous transposition as a component of the Claims 
Resolution Act. On the one hand, it further privatizes the terms through which 
“trust” in government is to be secured and racism disavowed. It off ers normative 
personal responsibility to suggest that the force of individual will alone can fore-
close the violence of historical dispossession. On the other, it promises repeat-
edly to end poverty in the present  tense—one time- limited case at a time—and 
in so doing to ease anxiety about the crisis that is capitalism. This repetition is 
at once the persistence of insecurity and the postponement of futurity.

Borrowed Time

In May 2011 a Gallup poll found that only 44 percent of Americans surveyed 
believed that young people will be better off  economically as adults than their 
parents, the lowest percentage since the polling agency began asking this ques-
tion in 1983 (Mendes 2011; Pew 2012). If such a poll easily lends itself to narratives 
of the loss of an ostensibly unproblematic and undiff erentiated “golden age” of 
U.S. affl  uence and upward mobility following the Second World War, it likewise 
presumes a teleology of progress and improvement wherein poverty is a con-
dition that always already implies its own overcoming, a provisional stage en 
route to prosperity. On November 24, 2012, the Cobell settlement appeal period 
expired and, with the U.S. Supreme Court having dismissed the two appeals 
petitions submitted for its consideration, two days later President Barack Obama 
announced “the fi nal approval of the Cobell settlement agreement, clearing the 
way for reconciliation between the trust benefi ciaries and the federal govern-
ment” (Capriccioso 2012; “Statement of the President” 2012).

It hardly seems a coincidence that the systemic historical dispossession of 
Native peoples and African American farmers should take on new signifi cance 
during an era of mass eviction and foreclosure, and that, when the national fi c-
tion of intergenerational mobility and ever- increasing accumulation appears so 
scandalously unattainable for most everyone, new appeals to “restoring a sense 
of trust” are made in relation to American Indians whose historic assimilation 
and disappearance has been the very condition upon which progress has been 
predicated and remain those to whom the federal government is bound by very 
specifi c and indeed legally mandated terms of trust based on past treaty obli-
gations and fi duciary duty. Indeed, national integrity and sovereign authority 
here appear anxiously entwined with the resolution of indebtedness and fi scal 
insecurity in the aft ermath of the 2008 economic crisis.

Financialization provided capitalist institutions and governments with a 
means to defer and seemingly  depoliticize—at least until 2008—the eff ects of 
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economic decline since the 1960s (Dardot and Laval 2013; Duménil and Lévy 
2011; Krippner 2011; Peck 2010). The restructuring and deregulation of global 
capital markets and exponential expansion of credit and debt during this period 
nevertheless continued to attribute debt as  credit- worthiness for some and pejo-
ratively as dependency for others in highly uneven and racially overdetermined 
ways. Under conditions of the crisis this time, at the very moment when the 
neoliberal fantasy of  market- based salvation has imploded and the Keynesian 
model of regulatory remediation appears equally untenable, the foundational 
violence, territorial seizure, and social obliteration on which settler colonial ex-
pansion has been based once again potentially comes into view. This unseemly 
presence in the  present—a present that is ostensibly the progressive outcome 
of ever- advancing improvement and enlightenment—belies and disrupts the 
liberal conceits of equality, opportunity, and colorblindness, perhaps opening 
new spaces for sovereign claims and even transforming the substance of juris-
prudence itself.

In the introduction to their volume on the politics of state apology and rec-
onciliation of historical injustice that have become ubiquitous during the last 
twenty years, Elazar Barkan and Alexander Karn underscore what they con-
sider to be the common value of the “negotiated history” they attribute to such 
collective deliberation and possible resolution. According to Barkan and Karn 
(2006: 8), “Through a process of open dialogue, victims and perpetrators can 
exchange perspectives, combine their memories, and recover their lost dignity. 
As they allow themselves to become enmeshed in each other’s stories, historical 
adversaries uncover new possibilities for self- defi nition and fresh avenues for 
cooperation” (also see Gibney et al. 2008; Kauanui 2014). While acknowledging 
criticism of apology and reconciliation, Barkan and Karn nonetheless argue that 
such resolution ultimately contributes to greater societal well- being. Yet, apology 
and reconciliation, as they have been articulated in liberal jurisprudence and 
the conventions of international law, pose an ethical encounter that presumes 
closure and commensurability in the deliberative exchange between equivalent 
if not equal parties. Past injustices are ostensibly reconciled to a single shared 
narrative of mutual recognition by plaintiff  and defendant, who as such agree to 
move forward together having resolved  present- day confl icts originating from 
previous off enses and inequities. Without entirely dismissing the potential forms 
of redress that state apology and reconciliation might provide, it is nevertheless 
worth asking what the normative force of these juridical mechanisms presumes 
and toward what end. How might such resolution variously strive toward resto-
ration, reparation, and  settlement—each of which conveys distinct trajectories 
of encounter and relation?

A diff erent, yet directly relevant, mode of reconciliation is evident in the 
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Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act that estab-
lished tanf. Reconciliation here refers to the budget reconciliation process, a 
procedure fi rst initiated by the Congressional Budget Act of 1974 that has in-
creasingly been used by lawmakers as a strategy for securing a majority vote on 
legislation (Keith 2010). In the context of the prwora there is reason to consider 
how and why thinking about moral and fi scal reconciliation together, as well as 
their place in law and policy, might matter for understanding contemporary in-
equalities. Brenna Bhandar (2007: 94) argues that “The much vaunted social and 
political objective of reconciliation, prevalent in colonial settler societies which 
attempt to grapple with the injustices that accrued during the course of violent 
settlement, demands a settled, unifi ed notion of what transpired, which in turn 
compresses history into a seamless, progressive narrative of nation formation” 
(also see Schaap 2005). Acknowledgment and accommodation in this context 
serve as a means of justifying and invigorating settler sovereignty and racial 
capitalism. In jurisprudence and legislation, as Bhandar (2007: 95, 99) argues, 
“the injustices of the colonial past and its history of racist discriminatory laws” 
are acknowledged “only in order to close off  and contain this past. The past is 
remembered only so that it may be forgotten in the push toward maintaining the 
foundation of the existing economic and social order.” To be reconciled is thus 
to make one account consistent with another, while anticipating or allowing for 
transactions begun but not yet completed.

In the summer of 2014 Cobell and In re Black Farmers claimants were still 
awaiting their settlement payments, and tanf was set to expire once again and 
slated for debate on reauthorization. This perpetual delay and recursive imper-
manence are among the techniques of social tense that unevenly partition the 
durations of inequality. The prevailing social and economic order is predicated 
in this way on distinguishing past and present while holding the future in abey-
ance. Returning to Derrida’s (1993) theorization of aporias mentioned earlier, it 
is important that Aporias is largely concerned with the temporal modalities of 
death, thought partially in relation to Heidegger and waiting as not advancing 
but anticipating. The “persistence of poverty” as a constitutive dilemma for the 
idea of historical progress similarly extends this manner of anticipation and 
deferral. In everyday experience, as Javier Auyero (2012: 9, 156) argues, the bu-
reaucratic and institutional manner of being habituated to waiting teaches those 
who are destitute that they “have to remain temporarily neglected, unattended 
to, or postponed,” and, in eff ect, this waiting in perpetuity binds the poor to the 
state. The logic of reconciliation and settlement likewise insists on patience and 
waiting so as to disavow irreparability and to safeguard the forms of compensa-
tory closure pledged by the Claims Resolution Act. Yet, at the same time, waiting 
is not merely to be passively resolved, but is rather evidence of the profound and 
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ongoing forms of dispossession that make compensation equivalent to the very 
possibility of survival. 

Notes

1. Discussing “the relation to death as such,” Derrida (1993: 44) is concerned here with 
the “already” in Heidegger’s use of “the classical idea of order, an order of priority, prece-
dence, and presupposition (vorliegen, voraussetzen), which is also an order of foundation: 
there is the founding basis of foundation and the founded structure that presupposes it.”

2. By “colonial present” I mean the spectrum of forces that currently animate and 
derive from the fraught historical accumulation and shift ing disposition of colonial pro-
cesses, relations, and practices. As with Derek Gregory’s (2004) notion of the colonial 
present, I am interested in how “the capacities that inhere within the colonial past are 
routinely reaffi  rmed in the colonial present.” My conception of the colonial present, in 
contrast to Gregory’s focus on imperial formation, emphasizes how forms of colonial ad-
ministration, property form, and jurisprudence continue to impinge on and be contested 
or negotiated by indigenous peoples today. I aim to highlight these contemporary condi-
tions, as well as how they shape political, economic, and social formations more broadly 
and variously manifest the continuities between past and present. Ann Laura Stoler (2010, 
xviii) likewise usefully insists, “Understanding what constitutes the colonial present calls 
into question both the selective geographic and analytic space within which postcolonial 
studies has concentrated and what it has assumed characterizes a colonial situation.”

3. Indicative of the pace of dispossession once the Allotment Act was implemented, 
tribal landholding was reduced by 20 million acres between the beginning of 1890 and 
mid- 1891 alone (Otis 1973: 84–85).

4. Annual lease and asset transactions remain immense. For instance, as reported by 
the Offi  ce of the Special Trustee for American Indians in 2014, “The Indian trust includes 
55 million surface acres and 57 million acres of subsurface minerals estates held in trust 
by the United States for American Indians and Indian tribes. Over 11 million acres belong 
to individual Indians and nearly 44 million acres are held in trust for Indian tribes. On 
these lands, Interior manages over 119,000 leases for such things as mineral development, 
oil and gas extraction, and grazing. It also manages approximately $4.6 billion in trust 
funds. For fi scal year 2013, income from fi nancial assets and from leases, settlements and 
judgments, use permits, and land sales, totaling approximately $791 million, was collected 
for about 393,000 open iim accounts. Approximately $642 million was collected in fy2013 
for about 3,000 tribal accounts (for over 250 tribes)” (Offi  ce of the Special Trustee for 
American Indians 2014: 1).

5. Cobell herself died of cancer less than two years later (Hevesi 2011: a25). Not sur-
prisingly, Cobell’s remarks shift ed in emphasis over the course of the litigation. Testifying 
before Congress in July 2005, she contended: “We are in the 10th year of this litigation and 
more than 1 century of mismanagement of individual Indian trusts has already passed. 
Justice has been delayed for individual trust benefi ciaries. Every individual trust ben-
efi ciary I have spoken with has told me that they want a fair resolution even if it takes 
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longer. They do not want to be sacrifi ced at the altar of a political expediency as they have 
so many times before” (“Statement of Elouise P. Cobell” 2005: 93).

6. This temporal framing was characteristic of much of the rhetoric in favor of the 
settlement. Following the successful passage of the legislation in the Senate, for instance, 
an naacp (n.d.) press release invoked similar consequences of such “long overdue” jus-
tice: “There is an urgency to pass this appropriation to settle the class action lawsuits of 
 African- American farmers and Native Americans. Many of the farmers who would qual-
ify for monies under the settlement have waited as long as 10 years to be compensated; 
some have already died or lost their farms. Aft er years of discriminatory treatment by 
usda credit and program agencies, these farm families have already waited almost a de-
cade for compensation for these well- established claims. It is time to allow these farmers 
to focus on the future, and move forward unencumbered by the racial discrimination 
of the past.”

7. Time limits work in tandem with the overall punitive discourse of “welfare reform.” 
Thus, for instance, Gary D. Alexander, Secretary of Public Welfare in Pennsylvania, testi-
fi ed before Congress: “unfortunately, I think in our other programs like food stamps and 
Medicaid, there is  scant—there is a scant work requirement or no work requirement at 
all. I think what we have learned from tanf from 1996 is that there was a focus on self- 
reliance, personal responsibility, the focus on work, it was time- limited, and that there 
was a focus on bringing families together in a healthy marriage. And I think that if we are 
going to proceed in the future and end dependency, we are going to have to work harder 
at encompassing all of our programs across the welfare spectrum and bring all of these 
together” (U.S. House of Representatives 2011: 86).

8. Michael B. Katz (2013, 220–30) provides an excellent account of the recent recla-
mation of Moynihan (also see Mayeri 2013). 
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Funding the Other California
An Anatomy of Consensus and Consent

Erica Kohl- Arenas

Consensus politics can mean, from the general sense, policies undertaken 
on the basis of an existing body of agreed opinions. It can also mean, and in 
practice has more oft en meant, a policy of avoiding or evading diff erences 
or divisions of opinion in an attempt to “secure the centre” or “occupy the 
middle ground.”
—Raymond Williams, Keywords

Introduction

The conception of successful political negotiation as a process of building 
consensus through the identifi cation of common interests has reached near- 
hegemonic status. In the fi elds of environmental sustainability and community 
development, for example, the antagonistic organizing style of the 1960s and 
1970s is oft en critiqued as dated and ineff ectual, while projects that are claimed 
to serve common interests or “build bridges” among diverse stakeholders are 
embraced as unquestionably “good” (Peterson, Peterson, and Peterson 2005; 
Graham 2012). President Barack Obama brought the idea of  consensus- based 
politics to new heights, commonly avoiding racial politics and stating that there 
are very few issues that we cannot fi nd a solution for that most people would be 
happy with.1 His eff orts to build consensus around  health- care reform, the fi nan-
cial crisis, and the wars in the East are all examples of the oft en unexplored belief 
that consensus is the most viable political strategy of our politically, socially, and 
economically polarized time. Even new activist movements whose discourse 
draws attention to entrenched inequality and the corruption of  elite- serving 
economic systems, such as the United States’ Occupy Wall Street and Spain’s In-
dignados, attempt to bring large masses of people together in a common crusade 
for economic justice through specifi cally  consensus- driven processes.

One realm where the notion of consensus politics has become predominant 
is the fi eld of development and poverty alleviation. In this chapter I explore the 
specifi c  consensus- based politics engaged through philanthropic investments in 
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addressing migrant poverty across California’s Central Valley. While there have 
been relatively few critical studies of  large- scale antipoverty initiatives launched 
by private foundations in the United States, critical global development scholars 
have described the depoliticizing approach to development as an Anti- Politics 
Machine. Monographs such as James Ferguson’s The Anti- Politics Machine and 
Tania Murray Li’s The Will to Improve defi ne the fi eld of global development by 
processes of depoliticization through the rule of stakeholder politics, bureau-
cratic power, professionalization, and the misrepresentation of local and regional 
political economies through development discourse and technical programs. At 
the heart of these critiques is the claim that the “development apparatus” hides 
the violence wrought by global capital behind popular discourses of technolog-
ical progress and participatory democracy. Cloaked in conceptual frameworks 
that misrepresent local realities, these initiatives inevitably fail to solve the prob-
lems they set out to address.

Since the Millennium Development Goals’ (2000) commitment to eradicat-
ing extreme poverty, the “antipolitics” approach to development has expanded 
its reach. A growing number of global philanthropists (e.g., Bill Clinton, Warren 
Buff et, and Bill Gates), social entrepreneurs, and pro- development scholars pro-
pose to end poverty through “double  bottom- line development” by integrating 
the poor into a singularly defi ned “civil society” and global economy (Moyo 
2010; Prahalad 2004; Bishop and Green 2008; Clinton 2007). One particular 
thread, and some argue a relatively new direction, of this approach to poverty 
alleviation is the call to action for the poor to “help themselves” in programs 
that aspire to interrupt the cycle of entrenched poverty and simultaneously build 
economies and local infrastructure (Roy 2010). Critical development scholars 
describe this trend as “revolutionary” and “hegemonic,” representing a new neo-
liberal rationality of “self- responsibilization” that structures the lives of the poor 
around solving their own problems while obscuring the structural relationships 
that maintain poverty in the global South (Ilcan and Phillips 2010; Karim 2008; 
Roy 2010). From the antipolitics machine to self- responsiblization schemes to 
the double  bottom- line approach of global philanthrocapitalists and social en-
trepreneurs, the project of development becomes one of consensus building. 
Oft en relying on agreed upon development knowledge and technocratic and 
behavioral solutions to structural political and economic problems,  large- scale 
poverty alleviation initiatives propose ways in which diverse and sometimes 
greatly divergent stakeholders can work together to create a greater good, reify-
ing an, “existing body of agreed opinions . . . (while) avoiding or evading diff er-
ences or divisions of opinion in an attempt to ‘secure the centre’ or ‘occupy the 
middle ground’” (Williams 1985: 77).

Yet is this antipolitics or  consensus- building approach to poverty alleviation 
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new, particularly global, or even neoliberal? My study of philanthropic invest-
ments in addressing migrant poverty across California’s Central Valley, from 
the historic Farm Worker Movement to the present, shows that this approach 
is not new and has origins that stretch beyond the neoliberal era and the global 
South. Extending the historical and geographic reach of critical development 
studies, this paper highlights the encounter between California farmworker or-
ganizers and their public and private funders through programs framed within 
 consensus- based discourses and institutional relationships in California’s Cen-
tral Valley. Focusing on two cases, at two very diff erent historical conjunctures, I 
show how the process of building consensus among greatly unequal partners is a 
central element of generating consent. Whether during the social movement era 
of the 1960s or the entrepreneurial double  bottom- line development projects of 
today, philanthropic initiatives have promoted projects that ask the poor to “par-
ticipate” in programs to contribute to a greater common good for agricultural 
communities while evading the root causes of migrant poverty and inequality.

With the work of Nancy Fraser (1997) and Chantal Mouff e (2006) as a point 
of departure, I argue that the idealized notion of a fully accessible and equita-
ble deliberative arena where diverse stakeholders build common ground oft en 
disguises diff erences, confl icts, and the political stakes of the less  powerful—ul-
timately generating consent. Embracing the liberal ideal of an open and acces-
sible public deliberative arena,  large- scale philanthropic initiatives oft en ignore 
questions of diff erential access, marginalization within participatory processes, 
and the alternate spaces and ways that migrant workers organize and support 
one another (Habermas 1989: 30). They also exclude questions that threaten the 
interests of those in power. In other words, as stated by Nancy Fraser (1997: 76) 
rephrasing Italian cultural theorist Antonio Gramsci, “The offi  cial bourgeois 
public sphere is . . . the prime institutional site for the construction of the con-
sent that defi nes the new, hegemonic mode of domination.” By asking migrant 
farmworkers, the poorest Californians, to participate in  consensus- building 
projects as equals alongside the wealthiest agriculture producers in the world 
“secures the center” where both parties care about the health of agricultural 
communities, but evades questions about the massive inequality produced by 
industrial agriculture.

Through a historical and an ethnographic case study I show how the dis-
cursive evasions constructed by philanthropic investors, the practical political 
negotiations involved in building common ground among unequal partners, 
and the strategic articulations constructed to support or confront the dominant 
framework compose a broader theory of consensus and consent. In keeping 
with the intentional pairing of ethnographic and historical approaches within 
Territories of Poverty this paper “defamiliarizes” the recognizable story of the 
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California Farm Worker Movement by pairing it with a ethnographic case study 
of a recent $50 million farmworker organizing initiative. As legacy farmworker 
movement institutions continue to address enduring migrant poverty the eth-
nographic case challenges the silences and assumptions of the well- chronicled 
social movement of the past.

Case #1: From Farm Worker Movement to “Hustling Arm of the Union”

Sometimes called “the other California,” in reference to Michael Harrington’s 
1962 exposé on poverty in the United States (The Other America), the Central 
Valley stretches 450 miles up and down the state’s interior from the Sacramento 
Valley in the north to Bakersfi eld in the south. In stark contrast, it is at once the 
most productive agricultural region in the world and home to the poorest Amer-
icans.2 In the public imagination of California, when pictured the Valley is usu-
ally represented by its agricultural riches, featuring vibrant wine vineyards and 
an overfl owing cornucopia of farm produce.3 What remains unseen is the en-
during migrant poverty, hidden beyond the main highways and thoroughfares, 
created and maintained through  century- old farming practices reliant on the 
recruitment of increasingly undocumented low- wage seasonal migrant labor. 
Since before the California Gold Rush racialized immigration, land ownership 
and labor policies and practices frustrated immigrant and migrant eff orts to own 
land, marry, educate children, and participate in political life. These practices 
and patterns fostered the present circumstance of hidden poverty in the midst 
of great agricultural  wealth—a form of territorial governance that David Harvey 
calls “organized abandonment” (Harvey 1989: 303). Produced and maintained by 
ongoing processes of appropriation and  dislocation—including seasonal low- 
wage migrant employment, excessive land and water usage, and competition and 
fi nancialization in global agricultural  markets—farmworker communities are 
among what Ruth Wilson Gilmore (2008: 32) describes as advanced capitalism’s 
forgotten places, “exhausted by the daily violence of environmental degradation, 
racism, underemployment, overwork, shrinking social wages, and the disap-
pearance of whole ways of life” (see also Bradshaw 1993: 218–56).

Yet migrant poverty in California’s Central Valley is not new, and people who 
struggle fi nancially in this region are not silent, destitute, hopeless, or without 
agency. Periodic outrage at and organizing against California’s industrial agri-
cultural system has cast national attention on the region, from John Steinbeck’s 
Grapes of Wrath (1939) and Carey McWilliams’s Factories in the Fields (1939), 
to Dorothea Lange’s Works Progress Administration photographs of Dust Bowl 
migrants, to Edward R. Murrow’s nationally televised 1960 exposé Harvest of 
Shame, to multiple waves of agricultural labor organizing during the twenti-
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eth century. As these historic moments and more recent studies have brought 
to light, much of the region’s poverty is maintained through a fragmented, 
 multiple- farm industry organized around what Philip Martin (2003) calls the 
“three c’s” of farm labor. The fi rst c stands for concentration: since the turn of the 
twentieth century, the vast majority of farmworkers have been employed on the 
largest farms that rely on  labor- intensive seasonal work from which a majority 
of fi eld workers are without wages for signifi cant portions of the farm cycle. The 
second c stands for contractors: farm labor is managed by contractors who nego-
tiate, and profi t from, the diff erence between what the farmer will pay to have a 
job done and what the workers are paid. Farmers benefi t from this arrangement 
because it streamlines the hiring process and also makes it diffi  cult for worker 
advocates to directly negotiate and enforce wage standards, farm labor health, 
safety, and fair treatment regulations. To this day, it is easier for large growers 
to pay fi nes for labor and environmental abuses than to follow the regulations 
established by the struggles of the Farm Worker Movement and its allies.

The third c of California farm labor stands for confl ict, a history of protest that 
continues but that has been unable to signifi cantly change an industry whose 
profi t relies on constant fl ows of poor migrant workers. In the course of the 
twentieth century, this previously alluvial valley basin was made and remade 
by sometimes violent struggles over minerals, water, farmable land, and multi-
ple socioeconomic, cultural, and political  stakes—including the Farm Worker 
Movement at its height during the 1960s and 1970s.4 Through an innovative 
combination of  place- based community organizing, self- help Mexican mutual 
aid associations, community service unions, culturally inspired leadership, and 
international boycotts, Cesar Chavez and the Farm Worker Movement showed 
how people in a forgotten place can build pride, form powerful  worker- led in-
stitutions, and connect local struggles beyond regional  landscapes—breaking 
patterns of territorial governance by  large- scale agriculture in favor of self- 
determination through a multifaceted social movement.5 These intersecting 
relationships of land, labor, capital, and social movements across the Valley and 
over time can be understood as “fi elds of power” (Roy 2003), or, as Doreen 
Massey (2204: 265) describes them, “power- geometries,” a complex web of social 
relations “full of power and symbolism . . . of domination and subordination, of 
solidarity, and cooperation.” The Farm Worker Movement emerged from a par-
ticular “power geometry” of crisis and opportunity. With the various civil rights 
movements of the early 1960s raging across the country, a growing population 
of settled Mexican migrant fi eld workers, and the eventual end of the United 
States–Mexico bracero contract, which made it nearly impossible to organize 
farm labor (due to the ease of replacing striking labor with bracero migrant 
workers), the stage was set for Cesar Chavez and Dolores Huerta’s grassroots 
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organizing campaign across California’s Central Valley (Taylor, Martin, and Fix 
1997).

Part of the great success of the farmworker movement during the 1960s was 
its ability to dramatize the stark diff erences in life experience, in privilege and 
power between the farmworker (la campesina/el campesino) and the grower (el 
mayordomo) to farm working families based on their own lived experiences. 
Through their stark and simplifi ed plays of campesino vs. mayordomo, friend vs. 
enemy, good vs. evil, El Teatro Campesino, a roving theater troupe that toured 
the picket lines, the nation, and the globe showed workers that every identity 
is relational and that the conditions and the very existence and suff ering of the 
campesino was determined by its opposition to the wealthy grower, his “con-
stitutive outside” (Butler 1990). Wielding new understandings of power and 
change, these images were spread through Radio Campesina and the pages of 
the movement’s paper, El Malcreado (“the mischievous,” or those who speak back 
to their parents, named aft er the paper of the Mexican Revolution). Despite the 
complexity and diversity within the farmworker population, these relational rep-
resentations of confl ict between “us” and “them” served as strategic articulations 
(Hall 1980) of farmworker power that prompted anger, action, and a sense of 
collective  struggle—the seeds of a movement. Through diverse representations 
and actions, a generation of farmworkers, college student volunteers, legal aid 
workers, Catholic priests, and movement leaders learned from critical praxis, 
that, as articulated by Paolo Freire (1985: 122), “Washing one’s hands of the con-
fl ict between the powerful and the powerless means to side with the powerful, 
not to be neutral.”

In contrast to the critical praxis that fueled the early movement, private foun-
dations were initially interested in supporting the farmworker struggle for its 
potentially unifying claims of addressing migrant poverty through the promo-
tion of dignity in work, cultural pride, and especially the unique  place- based 
community union service model. The idea of a community union to address 
migrant poverty through reciprocal relationships of peer service, self- help, and 
leadership training was popularly embraced by funders, which set it apart from 
traditional union organizing, which is seldom supported by private foundations, 
and attracted as much as three hundred thousand dollars a year in foundation 
grants at the height of the  movement—a signifi cant amount in the 1960s.6 How-
ever, just as foundations were attracted to the “community union” philosophy 
they refused to fund the strikes, boycotts and labor organizing strategies in-
cluded in the broader vision of Chavez.

The fi rst appeal to a foundation to support the ufw came in a 1966 letter to 
the Field Foundation from Offi  ce of Economic Opportunity programmer and 
national community development leader Edgar Cahn. Cahn draft ed legislation 
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for Johnson’s War on Poverty and was particularly infl uential in encouraging 
the participation of the poor in  multi- stakeholder Community Action Programs 
(caps) designed to build local consensus around how to best address questions 
of poverty and urban abandonment. In a December 10, 1966, memo to the Field 
Foundation’s Leslie Dunbar, Cahn listed the characteristics of what a farmworker 
community union model could become with support from Field. Within the 
context of the then innovative Community Development Corporations (cdcs), 
Cahn described the potential of the community union model as limited to a de-
fi ned geographical area, governed by a diverse array of local residents, comprised 
of a mix of trade union functions with community service and programming, 
utilizing strong streams of governmental and private funding, and governed by 
outside citizen review committees to evaluate and monitor the union activity. In 
this letter Cahn proposed that if funded by Field, the community union could, 
like the cdcs of the inner city and the rural south (a product of Ford Foundation 
intervention to inner city confl ict), “attempt to stabilize the fl uid labor market 
picture of the migrant workers by adaptation of the ‘community corporation’ 
concept that Milt Kotler, Robert Kennedy and others have been exploring.”7 In 
other words, through the eyes of funders and planners the community union 
model would not mainly serve to organize workers but would rather introduce 
regional  multi- stakeholder consensus processes of the emerging War on Poverty 
to a movement that was at the time experiencing strikes, boycotts, and increasing 
violence on the picket lines.

While Dunbar responded positively to Cahn’s proposition and made several 
grants to the movement, he became cautious of continued funding to the ufw 
when he found out that the community union did indeed organize workers 
and was associated with a major union, the afl- cio. In a fi rm letter to Chavez, 
Dunbar warns that funding work in “the economic sphere” confl icts with the 
mission of all general purpose foundations and that Field would only continue 
funding if Chavez could frame his work in a way that benefi ted all stakeholders 
in agricultural communities beyond the economic grievances of workers,

The farmworker’s movement seems something very special and fi ne to a great 
many of us . . . to me, its great character is its faith in the people and its resolve to 
see them all live in dignity; and its commitment to non- violence and peace. Those 
of us who feel this way . . . want to be able to assist without at the same time giving 
our support to any other economic organization, such as the afl- cio or any other 
national union. . . . I think you would see why if you asked yourself how many 
other unions, afl- cio or otherwise, get foundation support. Few if any. (Leslie 
Dunbar, letter to Cesar Chavez, October 20, 1969, Field Foundation Archives, box 
2t143 National Farmworker Service Center folder)
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Aft er months of heated correspondence between Chavez and Dunbar about 
what a community union should and should not do, with Chavez arguing for 
labor organizing and workers rights and Dunbar arguing for an approach in 
keeping with the model proposed by Cahn, funding to the union was halted, and 
Chavez was convinced to transform his community union vision into an apolit-
ical nonprofi t 501(c)(3) organization, The National Farm Worker Service Center 
(nfwsc), which Field, and eventually other foundations including the Ford and 
Rockefeller Foundations, could funnel funds through. Soon aft er its incorpora-
tion, minutes of an nfwsc board meeting reveal that Chavez started to call the 
new nonprofi t the “Hustling Arm of the Union” referencing its distance from 
the actual organizing and ability to attract large tax- deductible grants (Meet-
ing Minutes of National Farm Worker Service Center, 1969, Field Foundation 
Archives, box 2t143, National Farmworkers Service Center folder). Ultimately, 
in the face of intense confl ict both within the movement leadership and with 
external competitors such as the Teamsters Union and opponents such as large 
grower associations and conservative politicians, Chavez eventually retreated 
from union organizing to the foundation funded “Hustling” service center that 
would help farmworkers build mainstream institutional relationships and the 
skills and capacities necessary to fully participate in and theoretically improve 
agricultural communities, but not to strike or organize. Ultimately, through ne-
gotiations with funders, additional newly incorporated “movement institutions” 
required a separation of the social service approach of the movement from the 
focus on confronting the economic structures that maintain farmworker pov-
erty and powerlessness—disarticulating the social from the economic, and the 
movement from the union. In the end, the approach that the foundation and 
the movement leadership could both agree upon limited what the movement 
could achieve.

Instead of concluding that service center work itself, as opposed to union 
organizing, represents the triumph of hegemonic counterrevolutionary forces 
in philanthropy (a common trend in critical philanthropy studies), I argue that 
through specifi c evasions in the “economic sphere” and through the political 
process of building consensus with funders, the service model was strategically 
rearticulated as both funders and Chavez witnessed growing confl ict in the 
movement (Roelofs 2003; Rodriguez 2007). For example, in contrast to Rebecca 
Dolhinow’s (2005: 558–80) recent study of the relationship between nonprofi t 
organizations, activists, and residents in migrant colonias in New Mexico, 
which concludes that the neoliberal agenda is embodied in the implementa-
tion of “service” provision models that evade questions of structural inequality, 
I argue that the service model is not bad in and of itself but has rather been 
transformed through consensus processes. For Chavez, community service was 
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originally a long- term strategy for radical economic independence, pride, and 
movement building based on collective ownership, mutual aid, and self- love 
(Levy 2007). Various movement leaders shared the ideology of service to self 
and to community as a means of radical self- suffi  ciency, defense against racist 
institutions, and the building of a new network of mutual aid support systems 
outside of mainstream society (interview with Farm Worker movement leader, 
October 2009; Garcia 2012; Bardacke 2011). Archival correspondence between 
Chavez and the Field Foundation revealed that philanthropic investors saw 
the movement’s service center orientation attractive in its  multi- stakeholder 
 consensus- building potential, and through the founding of nonprofi t institu-
tions privileged this aspect of the work while evading and excluding ques-
tions of unionization, strikes, and the confl ictual praxis that originally inspired 
 broad- based participation in the movement. Through negotiations with move-
ment leaders and the eventual founding of the nonprofi t National Farm Worker 
Service Center, several foundations came to support the social service tradition 
while “disarticulating” the radical aspects of the approach from the framework 
and “re- articulating” it within the apolitical nonprofi t model. Not unitary or 
controlling by defi nition, a radical idea is reinscribed on hegemonic terms 
through the process of negotiating with powerful stakeholders such as founda-
tion program offi  cers. In keeping with a Gramscian theory of consent, we can 
understand the role of “tradition, (as) a process of disarticulation and reartic-
ulation of elements characteristic of hegemonic practices” (Mouff e 2006: 18). 
Ultimately, through building consensus among unequal partners a radical idea 
held the seeds to its undoing.

Case #2: Farm Worker Community Building 
Initiative and the “New Win- Win Paradigm”

Despite the struggles and victories of the Farm Worker Movement, migrant 
poverty endures. Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, the rapid expansion of low- 
wage,  immigrant- intensive production systems and the active recruitment of 
undocumented workers from poor regions in  Mexico—with increasingly fewer 
services and rights in the United  States—exacerbated an already impoverished 
farmworker population (Martin 2003; Holmes 2013). The environmental and la-
bor regulations won in the 1970s are oft en unenforced, and growers fi nd it more 
economical to operate above the law and pay fi nes when caught. The window 
that opened in 1964—the concrete conjuncture of Chavez’s unifi ed vision of a 
community union, the ending of the bracero program, the rising civil rights ac-
tivism, the settling of once- migrant families, the support from political, media, 
and philanthropic  institutions—just as quickly closed. With the practical defeats 
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in the fi elds, internal leadership crisis, increasing undocumented immigration, 
the conservative political turn marked by the election of George Deukmejian 
to the California governor’s offi  ce in 1983, the restructuring of the agricultural 
economy, and the availability of public and private funding to build nonprofi t 
institutions the terrain was immeasurably changed.

In the most recent moment, explicitly  consensus- oriented approaches to ad-
dressing agricultural poverty are promoted in the context of the union–grower 
alliance around immigration reform (inspired by the “agjobs” legislative 
 proposal—designed through an unprecedented compromise between farm-
worker advocates and major agricultural employers to address labor supply 
concerns as related to the current immigration crisis).8 Despite worsening con-
ditions for migrant fi eld workers, many advocates believe that in the current cli-
mate of global fi nancial crisis and competition, and the increasingly threatened 
status of undocumented workers,  consensus- based partnerships with growers 
is the only thinkable strategy for improving the lives of farmworkers. For the 
fi rst time in history, farmworker advocates’ rhetoric (at least) is about saving 
California agriculture from the dangers of global competition and the need to 
ensure a sustainable workforce through new guest worker programs. This is a 
far cry from Cesar Chavez’s (1984) dramatic call to “overthrow a farm labor sys-
tem in this nation that treats farmworkers as if they were not important human 
beings.” As part of the new  worker- industry alliance, historic movement non-
profi t organizations are working with growers to improve production strategies 
and increase industrial effi  ciency, thereby increasing profi t and competitive-
ness of farmers while also increasing the output (and theoretically the wages) 
and sustainability of workers. I found through my ethnographic fi eldwork that 
growers and farmworker advocates alike argue that in the context of the rapid 
globalization of agriculture, where the cost of doing business is more expensive 
(e.g., land, water, equipment, labor, and regulation costs) in California than 
in the global South, the human worker is the only malleable input to increase 
competitiveness. Instead of “fi ghting” for workers’ rights and enforcing existing 
regulations, former farmworker advocates are looking for ways to save Califor-
nia agriculture by building consensus or double  bottom- line partnerships with 
growers. Theoretically there is a “win- win” in this approach, increasing farm 
profi t and worker wages at once.

Between 2007 and 2009 I conducted ethnographic research on an explicitly 
 consensus- based $50 million foundation initiative in farmworker communities 
in the San Joaquin Valley, the Western Foundation’s Farm Worker Community 
Building Initiative (fwcbi).9 The vision of this initiative was to create win- win 
strategic partnerships among workers, growers, and public and nonprofi t ser-
vice providers to collaboratively envision and ultimately implement strategies to 
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address regional poverty and improve conditions in Central Valley agricultural 
communities. Through complex, multilayer partnership and committee struc-
tures (engaging local community organizing and service provider institutions) it 
was hoped that  consensus- based planning would reveal how workers, growers, 
and diverse Valley residents might benefi t from decentering the historic antag-
onisms of workers’ rights vs. growers’ abuses by charting a new shared vision. 
One of the frequently quoted mottos of the initiative was, “Let’s diff use the poles, 
and create a new center.” Through extensive interviews and observation of this 
initiative, I observed how  consensus- based institutional governing structures 
and professional program frameworks prohibited organizations from address-
ing the long- standing unfair labor practices that have kept farmworkers living 
in unhealthful and unjust conditions. In this case the particularly “asset- based” 
approach to community development,10 the overwhelming concern with collab-
orative processes and structures, and the need for “all stakeholder” concerns to 
be heard (even though not all were present) seriously confi ned and frustrated 
grassroots organizations already challenged by the pessimistic political climate 
and decades of institutional competition and restrictions.

Within the Western Foundation’s fwcbi several specifi c  consensus- based 
processes diff used antagonism and proposed new ways of working with Valley 
growers and stakeholders. The fi rst was through the process of research and 
the diluting role of the appointed task force in translating research into policy 
recommendations—including recommendations that seem to hold farmworkers 
responsible for their own health and well- being and exclude questions that hold 
growers accountable. The second technique was the “asset- based” community 
development model. The  asset- based model engaged farmworker organizers 
in meetings, training sessions, and processes to document their own strengths 
and resources, a frame that disallowed the  problem- centered model that most 
partnering fwcbi community organizers were trained in. The third was the 
specifi cally win- win collaborative model to both improve business and the con-
ditions of workers at once.

To make a very long and perhaps convoluted story short, because the fwcbi 
avoided issues that farmworker advocates were concerned with, and because the 
 asset- mapping approach did not appeal to  action- based organizers, and because 
partners (farmworker and growers) of such divergent power could not fi nd ways 
to come to the table together,11 the project failed. With only paid professionals 
and no workers and or growers consistently participating in the initiative, and 
with program coordinators advised to “stick to mapping assets” and not address 
any concrete issue until workers and growers were present, the project could not 
move forward. In the midst of this standstill, and with a threat from the foun-
dation board that the project had better show measurable outcomes if funding 
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was to be continued, the lead program offi  cer required the partnership to take 
on antipesticide organizing. However, this last- ditch attempt to rally partners 
did not work, both because it contradicted the original  consensus- driven model 
and because of the foundation’s lack of knowledge about antipesticide strategy 
and fear of confrontation with growers.

A fatal critique of the foundation’s last- minute attempt to take on a pesticide 
drift  alert system came not from growers but from fwcbi partners with experi-
ence working on this issue. A staff  person with a pesticide action partner to the 
fwcbi rejected the program offi  cer’s call to pesticide organizing as mismatched 
with the  consensus- based ideology of the initiative:

For anything to really happen we are going to need to make some demands, 
protest, but of course that doesn’t fi t with the consensus model. “We are not 
there yet” is what they’d say. The Tulare Country Board of Supervisors is made 
up of all Republican, conservative growers. So collectively taking on pesticides 
in Tulare Country is laughable when we can’t even get growers or supervisors 
to participate. We are just so far apart from those in power. We need to shake 
things up but the foundation won’t let us push on anything. (interview with 
fwcbi partner, 2008)

Unable to garner support from partners, and unwilling to take on growers or 
county offi  cials, the program offi  cer slowly retreated from pesticide organizing. 
In the end, the failure of the pesticide action attempt reveals how the general ap-
proach of the initiative was deeply fl awed, poorly planned, and against the grain 
of the culture of the community organizing partners the foundation recruited. 
At a larger level it also reveals how, in the context of industrialized agriculture 
and its deeply embedded political support system, consensus among diverse 
and unequal groups is nearly impossible and sometimes undesirable. According 
to the consensus model, truly addressing the life, work, and health problems 
experienced by workers would raise too many issues that immediately scare 
off  growers. Yet the irony in this situation is that in a time marked by fear of 
worker deportation, economic desperation, hopelessness, and competition, the 
consensus model is least helpful but does makes most sense. In an unimaginative 
(and increasingly policed, with increasing surveillance by the federal Secure 
Communities deportation program) environment where everyone is fearful of 
confronting growers, the  consensus- based process keeps people engaged, yet it 
further entrenches a way of thinking that sees working on behalf of industry 
as the best way to help improve the lives of workers. The fwcbi was closed in 
2009 due to a lack of “measurable outcomes,” and defunded partnering organi-
zations sought out new resources from a similarly  consensus- driven foundation 
initiative in Bakersfi eld.
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Conclusion

One might easily conclude that the current  consensus- oriented win- win mo-
ment has top- down imperialist neoliberal origins. However, in keeping with my 
claim that consent is generated through the politics of translating historically di-
vergent ideas into nonthreatening approaches acceptable to diverse stakeholders, 
my archival research revealed that the origins of the fwcbi’s win- win approach 
are found not in the neoliberal moment but rather in the management ideas 
and vision of Cesar Chavez. Diff erent from a story of straightforward neoliberal 
rule, the win- win model represents a strategic rearticulation of Chavez’s long- 
term strategy to transform farm labor into a strong, stable, and well- respected 
profession inspired by his relationship with business management gurus such 
as Peter Drucker and Patrick Below.12

In the early 1990s the ufw was struggling to keep contracts due to increased 
competition with the Teamsters and dramatic staff  and leadership fall- outs that 
occurred from 1979 through the 1980s, and due to a general failure to organize 
members and gain contracts.13 Initially introduced to the union by Cesar Chavez, 
management consultant Patrick Below helped to develop a new project at a 
rose farm called Bear Creek Roses. Drawing on management theory, this proj-
ect proposed that instead of organizing workers to strike, it might make more 
sense over the long haul to work with industry to “create a mission of mutual 
prosperity and respect, and innovative thinking for improving the company.”14 
According to longtime ufw organizer, David Villarino,

This was genius thinking because we don’t usually work with growers in this kind 
of context of mutual prosperity. It was also genius because we created a 1.5 million 
dollar profi t aft er implementing a 30% production increase for the two types of 
roses they produce. The workers were better educated and more trained and in 
the end the worker crews were making decisions and did not even need a foreman 
anymore. This helped to raise wages and earnings for the piecemeal work and 
doubled vacation time. The normal lost days in December that year decreased by 
1,000 percent. This was a huge paradigm shift  because the company was using the 
farmworkers’ knowledge, utilizing it to the benefi t of the enterprise. And the com-
pany committed to sharing the gains and maintaining employment for workers 
not the job. For us this was a revolutionary lesson for the Union. (Villarino 2008)

In the end the Bear Creek project broke down because “it was ultimately their 
[growers’] vision and us helping them reach it. Eventually the manager took 
credit for all of it and distrust amongst workers ended it all” (Villarino 2008). 
However, the idea of win- win planning and organizing for “mutual prosperity” 
became central to the new approach of the ufw. In 2000, nearly a decade aft er 
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the Bear Creek experience, the ufw engaged all of its various institutions (the 
union and eight nonprofi t “movement offi  ce” organizations) and leaders in a 
strategic planning process. The meetings served as a wake- up call, and it was 
agreed that, “everyone has failed farmworkers. The growers have not changed, 
educational institutions are failing farmworker children, training and workforce 
development eff orts have done nothing for farmworkers . . . and the union failed 
with 98% of the industry with no contracts” (field planning document, 2000, 
shared with the author by David Villarino). At this meeting it was agreed that 
everyone would focus less on contracts and direct organizing and instead look 
at poverty, the whole life of the farmworker, and how to make farmwork a liv-
able career. One of the ways it was proposed that this new direction would be 
implemented was to use the Bear Creek model through the  union- associated 
nonprofi t, Farm Worker Institution for Education and Leadership Development 
(field). When I interviewed the founding program offi  cer of the fwcbi, he 
cited field’s “New Win- Win Paradigm” as his main inspiration. Yet he also 
mentioned wanting to reinspire the radical movement for farmworker rights 
that Chavez and Huerta ignited almost half a decade before. Yet in practice those 
aspects of Chavez’s vision remained in the history books.

The projects that emerged out the win- win framework do propose incentives 
for industry to become more environmentally friendly and some propose ways 
to increase worker productivity and thus wages. Some even advocate for immi-
gration reform, alongside agricultural industry allies. In order to build consensus 
with growers, none take on issues of regulation or holding industry accountable 
for persistent fi nancial, safety, sexual, and environmental abuses in the fi elds, or 
of failure to implement legislation passed under the leadership of the California 
Farm Worker Movement. Obviously, none of these initiatives address worker 
ownership, cooperatives, or banning the corrupt labor contractor system and 
below–minimum wage undocumented immigrant workforce that makes agri-
cultural wealth possible. While inconceivable now, models of collective worker 
ownership, land reform, and business accountability were imaginable only a few 
decades ago. While “saving jobs” or “saving industry” take center stage, what 
is left  out of the public agenda? What is not conceivable to accomplish or even 
attempt to change through the process of  consensus- based collaboration? What 
kind of changes do  consensus- based politics allow, and more importantly, what 
does it exclude, hide, or make unthinkable?

As proposed in the introduction of this chapter, I argue that building con-
sensus among unequal partners is central to the process of generating consent. 
Consensus itself is not “bad” or “good” but is rather the terrain of negotiation 
upon which agendas are set and ideas become hegemonic. It is also the site in 
which these very ideas are contested. Through specifi c exclusions, negotiated 
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political processes and professional frameworks, and strategic articulations of 
dominant and counter frameworks, hegemony is always at work translating and 
redefi ning the interests and aspirations of its opposition. I show how the “an-
tipolitics machine” of development and philanthropy oft en does not solve the 
problems it sets out to address. Instead, it translates the struggles, identities, 
and interests of migrant fi eld workers into programs and collaborative struc-
tures most palatable to those in power. Counter to recent studies that claim 
that philanthropy controls through a more straightforward process of neoliberal 
governance or cultural imperialism, the cases featured in this paper show how “a 
class is hegemonic not so much to the extent that it is able to impose a uniform 
conception of the world on the rest of society, but to the extent that it can artic-
ulate diff erent visions of the world in such a way that their political antagonism 
is neutralized” (LaClau 1977, 161).

Of course, central to the two cases featured in this paper are the inherent po-
litical limits of mainstream philanthropy. From the founding of the early Amer-
ican philanthropies such as the Rockefeller, Carnegie, and Ford Foundations to 
the multiple  general- purpose foundations making grants to nonprofi t organiza-
tions today, philanthropic giving has clearly defi ned limits (Arnove 1980; Coon 
1990; Covington 1997; Dowie 2001; incite! 2007; Jenkins 1998; Roelofs 2003). 
Created and maintained through wealth generated from the surplus of capital-
ist production, foundations interested in poverty alleviation will generally not 
fund labor organizing or labor rights. Foundations interested in environmental 
degradation generally don’t fund global corporate accountability. Foundations 
interested in immigrants prefer to fund citizenship education but not immi-
grant rights. In other words, foundation priorities reveal the grand paradox of 
funding  working- class organizing through the surplus of capital. The surplus 
of capital is generally understood as the profi t generated from unpaid or under-
paid labor. In the globalized world of the twentieth and  twenty- fi rst centuries, 
unpaid or underpaid labor is one of the main causes of deepening inequality 
and embedded poverty. This is as true for global agriculture as any industry 
(Goodman and Watts 1997). In the face of global competition, even certifi ed 
organic farms replicate labor practices set by the very industrialized agriculture 
sector that they set out to change (Guthman 2004). Can the surplus of capitalist 
exploitation be used to aid those upon whose backs this surplus is generated? 
Can these surplus dollars contribute to seriously addressing entrenched poverty 
if systemic questions of labor, migration, and human rights organizing are not 
addressed? The social movement leaders, organizational staff , and foundation 
program offi  cers and consultants featured in this chapter struggle with these 
questions as they negotiate encounters between philanthropic institutions and 
the grassroots organizations they believe in and support.
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Notes

1. For a recent analysis of Obama’s middle ground politics, see Frederick Harris, 
“Still Waiting for Our First Black President,” Washington Post, June 1, 2012, http://www
.washingtonpost.com/opinions/still- waiting- for- our- fi rst- black- president/2012/06/01
/gJQARsT16U_story.html?socialreader_check=0&amp;denied=1.

2. “California is the nation’s most productive agricultural state, and is home to a $35 
billion agricultural industry. Of the ten most productive agricultural counties in the 
United States, nine are in California, and the San Joaquin Valley is the single richest ag-
ricultural region in the world. California produces more than 400 commodities. It is the 
nation’s sole producer of a dozen crops, including almonds, artichokes, olives, raisins, and 
walnuts, and is the leading producer of fi ve dozen more. The state employs 27 percent of 
the nation’s farm workers, and produces nearly half domestically grown fruits, nuts, and 
vegetables. Almost 22 percent of the nation’s milk and cream is produced in California, 
and the state is by far the nation’s largest producer of dairy products” (U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency 2013).

3. Isao Fujimoto’s description of the “front” and “back” of California documents the 
public representations of Central Valley towns and provides a framework for studying 
the “invisible” poverty amid great wealth that defi nes the region. See the working paper 
series, california cases II, Central Valley Partnership for Civic Participation (Isao 
Fujimoto, Human and Community Development, uc Davis).

4. For a complete labor history of the material and ideological struggles over the 
California landscape, including the role of migrant workers, see Don Mitchel, The Lie of 
the Land (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1996).

5. For a complete labor history of the material and ideological struggles over the Cali-
fornia landscape, including the role of migrant workers, see Mitchel, The Lie of the Land. 
Also see Richard Walker, The Conquest of Bread: 150 Years of Agribusiness in California 
(New York: The New Press, 2004), and recent Farm Worker Movement histories: Bar-
dacke 2011; Marshall Ganz, “Five Smooth Stones: Strategic Capacity in the Unionization 
of California Agriculture” (PhD diss., Harvard University, 2008); Garcia 2012.

6. Funding and institutional data for this chapter was gathered from interviews with 
movement leaders and archival research at the United Farm Workers archives at the 
Walter P. Reuther Library at Wayne State University (Foundations Folder, individual 
foundation folders) and the Field Foundation archives at the Center for American History 
at the University of Texas, Austin (ufw, Farm Labor, Cesar Chavez, and Roger Baldwin 
Folders). See specifi c archival citations where directly referenced.

7. Cahn is referring to Marion Wright Edelman, legal advocate for the Child Devel-
opment Group of Mississippi who would later help found the Children’s Defense Fund. 
Cahn is wishing for a similarly catalytic legal advocate for Cesar Chavez’s growing move-
ment. See Edgar Cahn, letter to Leslie Dunbar, December 10, 1966, Field Foundation 
Archives, Center for American History, University of Texas, Austin, box 2t143, National 
Farmworker Service Center folder.

8. agjobs is the Agricultural Job Opportunities, Benefi ts and Security Act, which was 
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designed through an unprecedented compromise between farm worker advocates (pri-
marily United Farm Workers) and major agricultural employers to address labor supply 
concerns as related to the current immigration crisis. If passed agjobs would ensure a 
legal, stable labor supply and would create pathways to legalization. It also contains a 
proposal to create a new “guest worker” program.

9. All foundation, initiative, and individual names are disguised according to the 
Human Subjects Protocols for this project. All subsequent individual and organizational 
names in this chapter are disguised to protect the identity of informants.

10. The  asset- based community development approach was popularized by John 
McKnight and John Kretzmen, and in the rural context by Cornelia Flor Butler. The 
general model proposed that a  problem- centered approach to community development 
mires communities in debate and antagonistic blame, while ignoring the strengths and 
assets already existent but not necessarily connected and mobilized within a community. 
The fwcbi was specifi cally inspired by M. Emery, S. Fey, and C. B. Flora, “Using Com-
munity Capitals to Build Assets for Positive Community Change,” CD Practice 13 (2006); 
M. Emery and C. B. Flora, “Spiraling- Up: Mapping Community Transformation with 
Community Capitals Framework,” Community Development 37 (2006): 19–35; Cornelia 
Butler Flora, “Rural Community Economic Development Case Review,” Claude Worth-
ington Benedum Foundation (2003–2004); Cornelia Butler Flora “Developing Indicators 
to Refi ne and Test a Theory of Equitable Change for Rural Communities of Interest and 
of Place” National Rural Funders Collaborative (2003–2004); Robert Putnam, Bowling 
Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community (New York: Simon and Schuster, 
2000).

11. In most cases, growers did not respond to the call to participate in a project about 
farmworkers, migrant poverty, or community improvement. Farmworkers themselves 
were underrepresented because the fwcbi coordinators did not fi nd them “ready” to 
participate as equals alongside the other stakeholders, such as city offi  cials and nonprofi t 
organizational directors.

12. Cesar Chavez’s meeting with Peter Drucker in 1981 is marked by movement leaders 
as a signifi cant moment in his shift  away from union organizing and toward institutional 
management and planning. In this meeting Drucker also suggested that “immigrants” 
and not “farmworkers” are the central constituents to the ufw, and if embraced as such 
would move the union toward greater power and success in the agriculture industry 
(1981 Meeting with Peter Drucker debrief transcript, United Farm Workers of America 
Archives, Walter P. Reuther Library, Wayne State University, Detroit, box 52 ufw Infor-
mation and Research Department Files folder). It is not clear whether Drucker’s advice 
had anything to do with the ufw’s decision to focus their attentions on immigration 
reform through the agjobs legislation, as Chavez did not move in this direction during 
his lifetime.

13. Discussions of internal leadership problems and multiple staff  resignations can 
be found in multiple fi les labeled “The Purge” in the United Farm Workers of America 
archives at Wayne State University. While beyond the scope of this chapter, it is relevant 
to mark this time of crisis as one where Cesar Chavez had become paranoid about lead-
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ership loyalty and generally feared of internal surveillance. These fears resulted in Chavez 
and an inner circle of ufw leaders “purging” volunteers and staff  in question from the 
movement, for more information, see Bardacke (2011) and Garcia (2012).

14. According to an article in the October 2000 issue of Rural Migration News (vol. 6, 
no. 4: http://migration.ucdavis.edu/rmn/more.php?id=470_0_3_0), “The ufw says that 
its agreement with Bear Creek (Jackson & Perkins Rose) Production Company in Wasco, 
California is an example of how the ‘new ufw’ is willing and able to cooperate with farm 
employers to enhance employer profi tability while increasing wages and benefi ts for 
workers. . . . The ufw won an election to represent Bear Creek workers December 16, 
1994, and signed a  three- year contract on March 17, 1995 that increased wages and benefi ts 
22 percent over the life of the contract. . . . The ufw- Bear Creek relationship got off  to a 
rocky start, with 136 grievances fi led in the contract’s fi rst 18 months. In July 1996, Bear 
Creek contacted the ufw about the troublesome relationship, and a two- day session 
was held in September 1996 to resolve outstanding grievances; it resulted in a pledge to 
work together as the ufw- Bear Creek partnership. Under the partnership, supervisors 
and union representatives were retrained to enable them to resolve disputes before they 
escalated into grievances. Bear Creek workers were asked to make productivity increasing 
suggestions without fear of layoff s. As a result, the quality of the bare- root roses pro-
duced at Bear Creek increased markedly, from 40 percent premium in 1996 to 54 percent 
premium in 1999. . . . According to the ufw, average hourly earnings rose from $7.62 in 
1997 to $8.02 in 1999, the number of foremen was reduced, and the number of workers’ 
compensation claims reduced by half.”
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Section 3

Geographies of Penality and Risk

From the ghettos of the North Atlantic to the cities of the global South—and at 
the militarized borders that confound such neat analytic  categories—the ques-
tion of poverty is also and always a question of surplus populations. Poverty 
programs may seek to integrate the poor and transform poor neighborhoods, 
but they are also calculative strategies for managing risky bodies and stigmatized 
places. In arguing for an analytical shift  from spaces of poverty to territories of 
poverty, we are particularly attentive to how practices of security normalize and 
reproduce the ways in which poverty is spatialized and bordered. We are also 
interested in the question of praxis in territories and spaces of poverty: collective 
imagination that reinvents public institutions and rearranges geographies of 
knowledge production and expertise.

ESC
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Class, Ethnicity, and State in 
the Making of Marginality

Revisiting Territories of Urban Relegation

Loïc Wacquant

To relegate (from the late Middle English, relegaten, meaning to send away, 
to banish) is to assign an individual, population, or category to an obscure or 
inferior position, condition, or location. In the postindustrial city, relegation 
takes the form of real or imaginary consignment to distinctive sociospatial for-
mations variously and vaguely referred to as inner cities, ghettos, enclaves, no- go 
areas, problem districts, or simply rough neighborhoods. How are we to char-
acterize and diff erentiate these spaces, what determines their trajectory (birth, 
growth, decay, and death), whence comes the intense symbolic taint attached 
to them at century’s edge, and what constellations of class, ethnicity, and state 
do they both materialize and signify? These are the questions I pursue in my 
book Urban Outcasts through a methodical comparison of the trajectories of 
the black American ghetto and the European  working- class peripheries in the 
era of neoliberal ascendancy (Wacquant 2008b).1 In this chapter, I revisit this 
 cross- continental sociology of “advanced marginality” to tease out its lessons for 
our understanding of the tangled nexus of symbolic, social, and physical space 
in the polarizing metropolis.

To speak of urban  relegation—rather than “territories of poverty” or “low- 
income community,” for  instance—is to insist that the proper object of inquiry 
is not the place itself and its residents but the multilevel structural processes 
whereby persons are selected, thrust, and maintained in marginal locations, as 
well as the social webs and cultural forms they subsequently develop therein. 
Relegation is a collective activity, not an individual state; a relation (of economic, 
social, and symbolic power) between collectives, not a gradational attribute of 
persons. It reminds us that, to avoid falling into the false realism of the ordinary 
and scholarly common sense of the moment, the sociology of marginality must 
fasten not on vulnerable “groups” (which oft en exist merely on paper, if that) 
but on the institutional mechanisms that produce, reproduce, and transform 
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the network of positions to which its supposed members are dispatched and 
attached. And it urges us to remain agnostic as to the particular social and spatial 
confi guration assumed by the resulting district of dispossession.2

Urban Outcasts is the summation of a decade of theoretical and empirical 
research tracking the causes, forms, and consequences of urban “polarization 
from below” in the United States and Western Europe aft er the close of the 
 Fordist- Keynesian era, leading to a diagnosis of the predicament of the postin-
dustrial precariat coalescing in the neighborhoods of relegation of advanced 
society. The book brings the core tenets of Bourdieu’s sociology to bear on a 
wide array of fi eld, survey, and historical data on inner Chicago and outer Paris 
to contrast the sudden implosion of the black American ghetto aft er the riots 
of the 1960s with the slow decomposition of the  working- class districts of the 
French urban periphery in the age of deindustrialization. It puts forth three 
main theses and sketches an analytic framework for renewing the comparative 
study of urban marginality that I spotlight to help us elucidate the relations of 
poverty, territory, and power in the postindustrial city.

From Ghetto to Hyperghetto, or the Political Roots of Black Marginality

Urban Outcasts opens by parsing the reconfi guration of race, class, and space 
in the American metropolis because the foreboding fi gure of the dark ghetto 
has become epicentral to the social and scientifi c imaginary of urban trans-
formation at century’s turn.3 On American shores, the abrupt and unforeseen 
involution of the “inner city”—a geographic euphemism obfuscating the reality 
of the ghetto as an instrument of ethnoracial entrapment imposed uniquely on 
 blacks—was the target of a fresh plank of policy worry and scholarly contro-
versy. Across Western Europe, vague images of “the ghetto” as a pathological 
space of segregation, dereliction, and deviance imported from America (with 
rekindled intensity aft er the Los Angeles riots of spring 1992) suff used as well 
as obscured journalistic, political, and intellectual debates on immigration and 
inequality in the dualizing city.

The fi rst thesis, accordingly, charts the historic transition from ghetto to hy-
perghetto in the United States and stresses the pivotal role of state structure and 
policy in the (re)production of racialized marginality. Revoking the trope of 
“disorganization” inherited from the Chicago school of the 1930s and rejecting 
the tale of the “underclass” (in its structural, behavioral, and neo- ecological 
variants) that had come to dominate research on race and poverty by the 1980s, 
Urban Outcasts shows that the black American ghetto collapsed aft er the peaking 
of the civil rights movement to spawn a novel organizational constellation: the 
hyperghetto. To be more precise, the “Black Metropolis,” lodged at the heart of 
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the white city but cloistered from it, that both ensnared and enjoined African 
American urbanites in a reserved perimeter and a web of shared institutions 
built by and for blacks between 1915 and 1965 (Drake and Cayton 1993), col-
lapsed to give way to a dual sociospatial formation. This decentered formation, 
stretching across the city, is composed of the hyperghetto proper (HyGh), that 
is, the vestiges of the historic ghetto now encasing the precarized fractions of 
the black working class in a barren territory of dread and dissolution devoid of 
economic function and doubly segregated by race and class, on the one hand, 
and of the burgeoning black  middle- class districts (bmcd) that grew mostly via 
public employment in satellite areas left  vacant by the mass exodus of whites to 
the suburbs, on the other. Whereas space unifi ed African Americans into a com-
pact if stratifi ed community from World War I to the revolts of the 1960s, now 
it fractures them along class lines patrolled by state agencies of social control 
increasingly staff ed by  middle- class blacks charged with overseeing their unruly 
 lower- class brethren (Pattillo 2000, 2007). The encapsulating dualism of the 
Fordist half- century inscribed in symbolic, social, and physical space, summed 
up by the equation White:Black :: City:Ghetto has thus been superseded by a 
more complex and  tension- ridden structure White:Black :: City::bmcd:HyGh 
according to a fractal logic according to which the residents of the hyperghetto 
fi nd themselves doubly dominated and marginalized.

Breaking with the stateless cast of mainstream U.S. sociology of race and 
poverty, Urban Outcasts then fi nds that hyperghettoization is economically un-
derdetermined and politically overdetermined. The most distinctive cause of the 
extraordinary social intensity and spatial concentration of black dispossession 
in the hyperghetto is not the “disappearance of work” (as argued by Wilson 
1996) or the stubborn persistence of “hypersegregation” (as proposed by Massey 
and Denton 1993), although these two forces are evidently at play. It is govern-
ment policies of urban abandonment pursued across the gamut of employment, 
welfare, education, housing, and health at multiple  scales—federal, state, and 
 local—and the correlative breakdown of public institutions in the urban core 
that has accompanied the downfall of the communal ghetto. This means that the 
conundrum of class and race (as denegated ethnicity) in the American metropo-
lis cannot be resolved without bringing into our analytic purview the shape and 
operation of the state, construed as a stratifi cation and classifi cation agency that 
decisively shapes the life options and strategies of the urban poor.

The “Convergence Thesis” Specifi ed and Refuted

The second part—and central  thesis—of Urban Outcasts takes the reader across 
the Atlantic to disentangle the same spatial nexus of class, ethnicity, and state 
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in postindustrial Europe. Puncturing the panic discourse of “ghettoization” that 
has swept across the continent over the past two decades, it demonstrates that 
zones of urban deprivation in France and neighboring countries are not ghettos 
à l’américaine. Despite surface similarities in social morphology (population 
makeup, age mix, family composition, relative unemployment, and poverty lev-
els) and representations (the sense of indignity, confi nement, and blemish felt by 
their residents) due to their common position at the bottom of the material and 
symbolic hierarchy of places that make up the metropolis, the remnants of the 
black American ghetto and European  working- class peripheries are separated 
by enduring diff erences of structure, function, and scale as well as by the diver-
gent political treatments they receive. To sum them up: repulsion into the black 
ghetto is determined by ethnicity (E), infl ected by class (C) with the emergence 
of the hyperghetto in the 1970s, and intensifi ed by the state (S) throughout the 
century, according to the algebraic formula [(E > C) x S]. By contrast, relegation 
in the urban periphery of Western Europe is driven by class position, infl ected 
by ethnonational membership, and mitigated by state structures and policies, as 
summed up by the formula [(C > E) * S]. It is not spawning “immigrant cities 
within the city,” endowed with their own extended division of labor and dupli-
cative institutions, based on ethnic compulsion applied uniformly across class 
levels. It is not, in other words, converging with the black American ghetto of 
mid- twentieth century characterized by its joint function of social ostracization 
and economic exploitation of a dishonored population.

To lump variegated spaces of dispossession in the city under the label of 
“ghetto” bespeaks, and in turn perpetuates, three mistakes that the book dispels. 
The fi rst consists in invoking the term as a mere rhetorical device intended to 
shock public conscience by activating the lay imaginary of urban badlands. But 
a ghetto is not a “bad neighborhood,” a zone of social disintegration defi ned 
(singly or in combination) by segregation, deprivation, dilapidated housing, 
failing institutions, and the prevalence of vice and violence. It is a spatial imple-
ment of ethnoracial closure and control resulting from the reciprocal assignation 
of a stigmatized category to a reserved territory that paradoxically off ers the 
tainted population a structural harbor that fosters self- organization and collec-
tive protection against brute domination (Wacquant 2008a, 2011). The second 
mistake consists in confl ating the communal ghetto with the hyperghetto: im-
poverishment, economic informalization, institutional desertifi cation, and the 
depacifi cation of everyday life are not features of the ghetto but, on the contrary, 
symptoms of its disrepair and dismemberment. The third error misreads the 
evolution of traditional  working- class territories in the European city. In their 
phase of postindustrial decline, these defamed districts have grown more het-
erogeneous ethnically while postcolonial migrants have become more dispersed 
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even as nodes of high density have emerged to fi xate media attention and polit-
ical worry (Pan Ké Shon and Wacquant 2012); their boundaries are porous and 
routinely crossed by residents who climb up the class structure; and they have 
failed to generate a collective identity for their  inhabitants—notwithstanding the 
fantastical fear, coursing through Europe, that Islam would supply a shared lan-
guage to unify urban outcasts of foreign origins and fuel a process of “inverted 
assimilation” (Liogier 2012). In each of these fi ve dimensions, neighborhoods of 
relegation in the European metropolis are consistently moving away from the 
pattern of the ghetto as device for sociospatial enclosure: they are, if one insists 
on retaining that spatial idiom, anti- ghettos.

To assert that  lower- class districts harboring high densities of bleak public 
housing, vulnerable households, and postcolonial migrants are not ghettos is 
not to deny the role of ethnic  identity—or  assignation—in the patterning of 
inequality in contemporary Europe. Urban Outcasts is forthright in stressing the 
“banalization of venomous expressions of xenophobic enmity” and the “cruel 
reality of durable exclusion from and abiding discrimination on the labor mar-
ket” based on national origins; it fully acknowledges that “ethnicity has become 
more a more salient marker in French social life” (Wacquant 2008b: 195–96) 
as in much of the continent. But cognitive salience is not social causation. The 
sharp appreciation of the ethnic currency in the political and journalistic fi elds 
does not mean that its weight has grown pari passu as a determinant of position 
and trajectory in the social and urban structure, nor that it now routinely skews 
ordinary interactions and everyday experience.4 Moreover, ethnic rift s, when 
they do surge and stamp social relations, do not assume everywhere the same 
material form.

To maintain that ghettoization is not at work in the pauperized and stig-
matized districts of the European city is simply to recognize that the modal-
ities of ethnoracial classifi cation and stratifi cation, including their inscription 
in space, diff er on the two sides of the Atlantic, in keeping with long- standing 
diff erences in state, citizenship, and urbanism between Western Europe and the 
United States. In the urban periphery of the Old World, resurging or emerging 
divisions based on symbolic markers activated by migration do not produce 
“ethnic communities” in the Weberian sense of segmented collectivies, ecolog-
ically separate and culturally unifi ed, liable to act as such on the political stage 
(Banton 2007), as the infl exible  hypodescent- based cleavage called race has for 
African  Americans—and only for them in the sweep of history in the country. 
Ethnicity is defi ned by shift ing and woolly criteria that operate inconsistently 
across institutional domains and levels of the class structure, such that it does not 
produce a coordinated alignment of boundaries in symbolic, social and physical 
space liable to foster a dynamic of ghettoization.5
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The “Emergence Thesis” Formulated and Validated

Refuting the thesis of transatlantic convergence on the pattern of the black 
American ghetto leads to articulating the thesis of the emergence of a new regime 
of urban marginality, distinct from that which prevailed during the century of 
industrial growth and consolidation running roughly from 1880 to 1980. The 
third part of Urban Outcasts develops an  ideal- typical characterization of this 
ascending form of “advanced marginality”—thus called because it is not resid-
ual, cyclical, or transitional, but rooted in the deep structure of fi nancialized 
 capitalism—that has supplanted both the dark ghetto in the United States and 
traditional workers’ territories in Western Europe. A  cross- sectional cut reveals 
six synchronic features (chapter 8) while a longitudinal perspective ferrets out 
four propitiating dynamics (chapter 9), including the polarization of the occu-
pational structure and the reengineering of the state to foster commodifi cation. 
Here I want to spotlight two of those features, the one material and the other 
symbolic, to emphasize the novelty of advanced marginality. The paramount 
material attribute of the emerging regime of marginality in the city is that it is 
fed by the fragmentation of wage labor, that is, the diff usion of unstable, part- 
time,  short- term, low- pay, and dead- end employment at the bottom of the oc-
cupational  structure—a master trend that has accelerated and solidifi ed across 
advanced nations over the past two decades (Cingolani 2011; Kalleberg 2011; 
Pelizzari 2009). Whereas the life course and household strategies of the working 
class for much of the twentieth century were anchored in steady industrial em-
ployment set by the formula 40–50–60 (40 hours a week for 50 weeks of the year 
until age 60, in rough international averages), today the unskilled fractions of the 
deregulated service proletariat face a simultaneous dearth of jobs and plethora 
of work tenures that splinter and destabilize them. Their temporal horizon is 
shortened as their social horizon is occluded by the twin obstacles of endemic 
unemployment and rampant precarity, translating into the conjoint festering 
of hardship and proliferation of the “working poor” (Shiple 2004, Clerc 2004; 
Andress and Lohmann 2008).

This double economic penalty is particularly prevalent in  lower- class neigh-
borhoods gutted out by deindustrialization. One illustration: in France between 
1992 and 2007, the number of wage earners in insecure jobs (short- term con-
tracts, temporary slots,  government- sponsored posts, and traineeships) in-
creased from 1.7 to 2.8 million to reach 12.4 percent of the active workforce 
against the backdrop of a national unemployment rate oscillating between 7 and 
10 percent; for those ages fi ft een to  twenty- four that proportion jumped from 
17 to 49 percent (Maurin and Savidan 2008). But in the 571 offi  cially designated 
“sensitive urban zones” (zus) targeted by France’s urban policy, the combined 
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share of unemployed and precariously employed youths zoomed from 40 per-
cent in 1990 to above 60 percent aft er 2000. Far from protecting from poverty 
as it expands, fragmented wage labor is a vector of objective social insecurity 
among the postindustrial proletariat as well as subjective social insecurity among 
the inferior strata of the middle  class—whose members fear social downfall and 
proving unable to transmit their status to their children due to intensifi ed school 
competition and the loosening of the links between credentials, employment, 
and income. On this count, Urban Outcasts is an invitation to relink class struc-
ture and urban structure from the ground up and a warning that an exclusive 
focus on the spatial dimension of poverty (as fostered, for instance, by studies of 
“neighborhood eff ects”)6 partakes of the obfuscation of the new social question 
of the early  twenty- fi rst century: namely, the spread and normalization of social 
insecurity at the bottom of the class ladder and its ramifying impact on the life 
strategies and territories of the urban precariat.

But the inexorable propagation of “McJobs”—petits boulots in France, 
 Billig- Jobs in Germany, lavoretti in Italy, biscate in Portugal, and so on—is not 
the only force impinging on the precariat. A second, properly symbolic vector 
acts to entrench the social instability and redouble the cultural liminality of its 
constituents: territorial stigmatization. Mating Bourdieu’s theory of symbolic 
power with Goff man’s analysis of the management of spoiled identities (Bour-
dieu 1990; Goff man 1960), I forged this notion to capture how the blemish of 
place affi  xed on zones of urban decline at century’s turn aff ects the sense of self 
and the conduct of their residents, the actions of private concerns and public 
bureaucracies, and the policies of the state toward dispossessed populations and 
districts in advanced society. First, I document that territorial taint is indeed a 
distinctive, novel, and generalized phenomenon, correlative of the dissolution 
of the black American ghetto and of the European  working- class periphery of 
the  Fordist- Keynesian period, that has become superimposed on the stigmata 
traditionally associated with poverty, lowly ethnic origins, and visible deviance. 
Since the publication of Urban Outcasts, proliferating studies have documented 
the rise, tenacity, and ramifying reverberations of spatial stigma in cities spread 
across three continents (Wacquant, Slater, and Pereira 2013).

Next, I show that the denigration of place wields causal eff ects in the dynam-
ics of marginality via cognitive mechanisms operating at multiple levels. Inside 
districts of relegation, it incites residents to engage in coping strategies of mutual 
distancing, lateral denigration, retreat into the private sphere, and neighborhood 
fl ight that converge to foster diffi  dence and disidentifi cation distend local social 
ties, and thus curtail their capacity for proximate social control and collective 
action. Around them, spatial disgrace warps the perception and behavior of op-
erators in the civic arena and the economy (as when fi rms discriminate based on 
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location for investment and residential address for hiring),7 as well as the deliv-
ery of core public services such as welfare, health, and policing (law enforcement 
offi  cers feel warranted to treat inhabitants of lowly districts in a discourteous 
and brutal manner). In the higher reaches of social space, territorial stigma 
colors the output of specialists in cultural production such as journalists and 
academics; and it contaminates the views of state elites, and through them the 
gamut of public policies that determine marginality upstream and distribute its 
burdens downstream. To label a depressed cluster of public housing a cité- ghetto 
fated by its very makeup to devolve into an urban purgatory closes off  alternative 
diagnoses and facilitates the implementation of policies of removal, dispersal, 
or punitive containment.

Lastly, I propose that territorial stigmatization actively contributes to class 
dissolution in the lower regions of social and physical space. The sulfurous rep-
resentations that surround and suff use declining districts of dispossession in 
the dual metropolis reinforce the objective fragmentation of the postindustrial 
proletariat stemming from the combined press of employment precarity, the 
shift  from categorical welfare to contractual workfare, and the universalization 
of secondary schooling as a path to access even unskilled jobs. Spatial stigma 
robs residents of the ability to claim a place and fashion an idiom of their own; 
it saddles them with a noxious identity, imposed from the outside, which adds 
to their symbolic pulverization and electoral devalorization in a political fi eld 
recentered around the educated middle class. So much to say that the precar-
iat is not a “new dangerous class,” as proposed by Guy Standing (2011), but a 
miscarried collective that can never come into its own precisely because it is 
deprived not just of the means of stable living but also of the means of producing 
its own representation. Lacking a shared language and social compass, riven 
by fi ssiparity, its members do not fl ock to support far- rightist parties so much 
as disperse and drop out of the voting game altogether as from other forms of 
civic participation.

A Bourdieusian Framework for the Comparative Sociology of Urban Inequality

Urban Outcasts sketches a historical model of the ascending regime of poverty 
in the city at century’s turn. It forges  notions—ghetto, hyperghetto, anti- ghetto, 
territorial stigmatization, advanced marginality,  precariat—geared to develop-
ing a comparative sociology of relegation capable of eschewing the uncontrolled 
projection across borders of the singular experience of a single national society 
tacitly elevated to the rank of analytic benchmark. It does so by applying to 
urban questions fi ve principles undergirding Pierre Bourdieu’s approach to the 
construction of the sociological object (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992). These 
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principles are worth spotlighting by way of closing since this is a facet of the 
book that has been overlooked even by its more sympathetic critics.

The fi rst principle derives directly from “historical epistemology,” the phi-
losophy of science developed by Gaston Bachelard and Georges Canguilhem, 
and adapted by Bourdieu for social inquiry: clearly demarcate folk from analytic 
notions, retrace the travails of existing concepts in order to cast your own, and 
engage the latter in the endless task of rational rectifi cation through empirical 
confrontation (Bourdieu, Chamboredon, and Passeron 1991). Such is the im-
pulse behind the elaboration of an institutionalist conception of the ghetto as a 
Janus- like contraption for ethnoracial enclosure, commenced in this book and 
completed in its sequel, The Two Faces of the Ghetto, which further diff erentiates 
the ghetto from the ethnic cluster and the derelict district; compares it with its 
functional analogues of the reservation, the camp, and the prison; and stresses 
the paradoxical profi ts of ghettoization as a modality of structural integration 
for the subordinate population (Wacquant 2014). Second comes the relational or 
topological mode of reasoning, deployed here to disentangle the mutual connec-
tions and conversions between symbolic space (the grid of mental categories that 
orient agents in their cognitive and conative construction of the world), social 
space (the distribution of socially eff ective resources or capitals), and physical 
space (the built environment resulting from rival eff orts to appropriate material 
and ideal goods in and through space).

The third principle expresses Bourdieu’s radically historicist and agonistic 
vision of action, structure, and knowledge: capture urban forms as the prod-
ucts, terrains, and stakes of struggles waged over multiple temporalities, ranging 
from the longue durée of secular constellations to the midlevel tempos of policy 
cycles to the  short- term phenomenological horizon of persons at ground level. 
In this perspective, America’s Black Belt and France’s Red Belt, like districts of 
relegation in other societies, emerge as historical animals with a birth, maturity, 
and death determined by the balance of forces vying over the meshing of class, 
honor, and space in the city. Similarly, the hyperghetto of the U.S. metropolis 
and the anti- ghettos of Western Europe are not eternal entities springing from 
some systemic logic but time- stamped confi gurations whose conditions of gen-
esis, development, and eventual decay are sustained or undermined by distinct 
confi gurations of state and citizenship. The fourth tenet recommends the use of 
ethnography as an instrument of rupture and theoretical construction, rather 
than simple means for producing an  experience- near picture of ordinary cul-
tural categories and social relations. It implies a fusion of theory and method in 
empirical research that overturns the conventional division of intellectual labor 
in urban inquiry marked by the routine divorce of microscopic observation and 
macroscopic conceptualization.8
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Last but not least, we must heed the constitutive power of symbolic structures 
and track their double eff ects, on the objective webs of positions that make up 
institutions, on the one side, and on the incarnate systems of dispositions that 
compose the habitus of agents, on the other. As illustrated by territorial stigmati-
zation, this principle is especially apposite for the analysis of the fate of deprived 
and disparaged populations, such as today’s urban precariat, that have no control 
over their representation and whose very being is therefore molded by the cate-
gorization—in the literal sense of public  accusation—of outsiders, chief among 
them professionals in authoritative discourse such as politicians, journalists, 
and social scientists. So much to say that the sociologist of marginality must 
punctiliously abide by the imperative of epistemic refl exivity and exert constant 
vigilance over the myriad operations whereby she produces her object, lest she 
get drawn into the classifi cation struggles over districts of urban perdition that 
she has for a mission to objectivize.

These fi ve principles propel the comparative dissection of the triadic nexus 
of class (trans)formation, graduations of honor, and state policy in the nether 
regions of metropolitan space across the Atlantic presented in this book. They 
can also fruitfully guide a triple extension of the sociology of urban relegation 
in the era of social insecurity across continents, theoretical borders, and institu-
tions. Geographically, they can steer the adaptation of the schema of advanced 
marginality via sociohistorical transposition and conceptual amendment to 
encompass other countries of the capitalist core as well as rising nations of 
the Second World where disparities in the metropolis are both booming and 
shape shift ing rapidly (Atkinson, Roberts, and Savage 2012; Murray 2011; Perl-
man 2010; Wu and Webster 2010). Theoretically, taking Bourdieu’s distinctive 
concepts and propositions into city trenches off ers a formidable springboard 
to both challenge and energize urban sociology in globo. It does not just add a 
new set of powerful and fl exible notions (habitus, fi eld, capital, doxa, symbolic 
power) to the panoply of established perspectives: it points to the possibility of 
reconceptualizing the urban as the domain of accumulation, diff erentiation, 
and contestation of manifold forms of capital, which eff ectively makes the city 
a central ground and prize of historical struggles. On the institutional front, the 
consolidation of a new regime of urban marginality begs for a focused analysis 
of the policy moves whereby governments purport to curb, contain, or reduce 
the very poverty that they have paradoxically spawned through economic “de-
regulation” (as re- regulation in favor of fi rms), welfare retraction and revamp-
ing, and urban retrenchment. It calls, in other words, for linking changing forms 
of urban marginality with emerging modalities of  state- craft ing. I do this in my 
book Punishing the Poor, which enrolls Bourdieu’s concept of bureaucratic fi eld 
to diagram the invention of a punitive mode of regulation of poverty knitting 
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restrictive “workfare” and expansive “prisonfare” into a single organizational 
and cultural mesh fl ung over the problem territories and categories of the du-
alizing metropolis (Wacquant 2009b, 2009c, 2012). The wards of urban dere-
liction wherein the precarized and stigmatized fractions of the postindustrial 
working class concentrate turn out to be the prime targets and testing ground on 
which the neoliberal Leviathan is being manufactured and run in. Their study 
is therefore of pressing interest, not just to scholars of the metropolis, but also 
to theorists of state power and to citizens mobilized to advance social justice in 
the  twenty- fi rst century city.

Notes

1. For a recapitulation of the biographical, analytic, and civic underpinnings of this 
project, see Wacquant 2009a, especially 106–10.

2. In particular, we cannot presume that the resulting social entity is a “community” 
(implying at minimum a shared surround and identity, horizontal social bonds, and 
common interests), even a community of fate, given the diversity of social trajectories 
that lead into and out of such areas. We also should not presuppose that income level or 
material deprivation is the preeminent principle of vision and division, as persons with 
low incomes in any society are remarkably heterogeneous (artists and the elderly, service 
workers and graduate students, native homeless and paperless migrants, etc.) and form 
at best a statistical category. For a historical recapitulation of the loaded meanings and 
persistent ambiguities of the notion of “community” in U.S. history, see Bender 1978.

3. The mutual contamination and common intermingling of scholarly and ordinary 
visions of urban life is stressed by Hall 1988 and Low 1996.

4. Collapsing these three levels confl ates collective conscience with social morphology, 
elite discourse, and everyday action, and mechanically it leads to overestimating both the 
novelty and the potency of ethnicity as determinant of life chances, as does Amselle 2011.

5. For a model study breaking down ethnicity across social forms and scales, see Bru-
baker et al. 2008; a germane argument from an analytic angle is Wimmer 2013.

6. The  built- in blindness of such research to macrostructural economic and political 
forces is stressed by Tom Slater 2013. 

7. In April 2011 the High Council for Fighting Discrimination and for Equality 
(halde) recommended to the French government that residential location be added to 
the eighteen criteria on the basis of which national labor law sanctions discrimination, 
in recognition of the prevalence of “address discrimination.”

8. The peculiar genre of research unthinkingly labeled “urban ethnography” in the 
 English- speaking academy is blissfully atheoretical, as if one could carry out embed-
ded observation of anything without an orienting analytic model, while grand theories 
of urban transformation show little concern for how structural forces imprint (or not) 
patterns of action and meaning in everyday life. One of the aims of Urban Outcasts is to 
bridge that chasm and to draw out the manifold empirical and conceptual benefi ts arising 
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from continual communication between fi eld observation, institutional comparison, and 
macroscopic theory.
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REPRESENTATION

Poverty Action in Neighborhoods of Relegation

Stephanie Ullrich

As a student, scholar, and activist, I have participated in poverty action in 
solidarity with the people of the Gulf Coast aft er Hurricane Katrina. During 
volunteer student trips to the greater New Orleans region, I’ve advocated for 
legal protections for homeowners, worked with youth on increasing their job 
preparedness, and have trained community members in organizing skills they 
can use to combat marginality and exclusion. This service work has taught me 
that poverty action in what are called neighborhoods of  relegation—territories 
that have been consigned to an inferior position in  society—is determined by 
how these neighborhoods are conceptualized and bounded. I ask: How can crit-
ical understandings of neighborhoods of relegation help shape the creative and 
collective imaginations of poverty actors, organizers, activists, and scholars?

Most of my service work in the city has been in the Lower Ninth Ward, 
one of the wards hardest hit by Hurricane Katrina. Prior to the hurricane, this 
was a neighborhood with one of the highest rates of African American home-
ownership in the United States. With fourteen thousand residents, it had fi ve 
schools, parks, medical facilities and businesses. Today, nearly a decade aft er the 
storm, this community is a wasteland of alternating empty lots and demolished 
housing units resembling a neighborhood drowned out. Less than 20 percent 
of its former residents have returned, only one school is operational, and there 
are no grocery stores or banks. Decaying homes still display  search- and- rescue 
crews’ spray painted “X” markings, tallying death counts and destruction in the 
fl ooding and its aft ermath. Is there hope for poverty action in such neighbor-
hoods of relegation?

We must consider why this community has not been rebuilt the same way 
that others in New Orleans have. Vincanne Adams’s work explains how the 
city remained in disarray even aft er relief eff orts were dispersed, accelerating 
the growth industries of neoliberal capitalism (Adams 2013). To mitigate the 
extension of poverty in new ways aft er disasters, should we ask, following Teddy 
Cruz, how can we use our collective imagination to redesign institutions? Cruz 
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calls our moment in time a cultural crisis, a crisis of institutions unable to re-
think their own protocols. Has the Lower Ninth Ward fallen victim to the city’s 
inability to reimagine growth aft er the hurricane? Alternatively, we can use Loïc 
Wacquant’s conceptualization of neoliberal state regulation and containment to 
explain why growth in the Lower Ninth Ward has stagnated. Wacquant argues 
that poverty is managed within the realm of political control whereby neighbor-
hoods of relegation become the primary targets of punitive containment, a gov-
ernmental technique for managing problem territories. Indeed, the destruction 
of New Orleans by the hurricane and the subsequent recovery process demon-
strated the relative power of a variety of  actors—governmental, nonprofi t, and 
private  sector—to rearrange and contain neighborhoods. Disaster relief poured 
into the city through streams of donations, volunteers, temporary governmental 
infrastructure, and new private sector investment. The spatially unequal fl ow of 
these resources further exacerbated preexisting social, physical and economic 
vulnerabilities (Adams 2013), eff ectively regulating and bounding space in the 
city based on race and class.

Practices of bounding of conceptualized and lived space are a main mecha-
nism for the production of neighborhoods of relegation. The Orleans Parish is 
delineated into wards, a system which represents a  geographical- historical map 
of marginalization. Even before the hurricane, the Lower Ninth Ward was con-
ceptually and territorially bounded by stigma as a low- income and high- crime 
black neighborhood. Wacquant engages this idea of bounding when he defi nes 
two processes that occur in neighborhoods of relegation: territorial stigmatiza-
tion and the symbolic dissolution of the populations living in these territories 
of poverty. Hurricane Katrina exacerbated these perceived and lived socioeco-
nomic divisions in New Orleans; national media outlets broadcast images of 
people “looting” stores for food and goods, maintaining the negative portrayal 
of low- income residents as unrestrained and depraved. What mainstream media 
outlets haven’t highlighted is that the most dramatic and extensive hurricane 
damage was in the poorest, most stigmatized areas of the city and the recovery 
process in these areas has been the slowest.

The city’s levee system is an extension of the physical and social boundaries 
of the city; it delineates privilege and supports systems of inequality. Ground 
at higher sea levels of the city has natural levees oft en in the form of parks and 
public spaces, while ground at lower sea levels like the Lower Ninth Ward has 
vertical  cement- wall levees. On August 29, 2005, the levees that lined the Indus-
trial Canal of the Lower Ninth Ward could no longer hold the storm surge and 
fl oodwater began to pour over concrete, toppling the walls designed to keep the 
water out and submerging the entire Lower Ninth Ward. Around the city, the 
water destroyed homes and infrastructure, leaving over twelve hundred dead in 
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its wake (Smith 2006). Three years later, the Army Corps of Engineers rebuilt 
the levees in the Lower Ninth Ward to their original form—fourteen- foot gray 
concrete  walls—carefully consigning this neighborhood back to the fringes of 
the city, and either keeping the water out, or keeping the people in.

In sites of relegation, poverty management occupies many spaces, from 
 short- term evangelical Christian missions in Sub- Saharan African villages 
(Han, this volume) to postdisaster rehousing projects in New Orleans. Aft er 
the hurricane, rehousing support varied by neighborhood and Federal Emer-
gency Management Agency (fema) disaster housing trailers became semiper-
manent dwellings. Vincanne Adams notes that since the storm, the number of 
housing units has decreased in the parishes most damaged by  fl oods—parishes 
that are generally lower  income—and increased in outlying parishes (Adams, 
this volume). Government rehousing eff orts also came through federal funds 
in the Road Home program, which off ered people cash grants to rebuild or sell 
their severely damaged houses. Yet black homeowners in the Lower Ninth Ward 
struggled through years of bureaucratic  poverty- management and discrimina-
tory distribution of funds under this scheme. It is an injustice to call Hurricane 
Katrina evidence of a vengeful Mother Nature; instead, the storm highlighted 
the vengeful power of institutionalized exclusion and the swift  redistribution of 
housing resources, capacity, and ownership (Smith 2006).

A tension between Wacquant’s and Cruz’s analyses is whether marginal 
neighborhoods are sites for production of the neoliberal state or sites of cul-
tural production and innovation for urban development. In the case of New 
Orleans, do these neighborhoods demonstrate the power of the punitive state 
or the cultural production of resistance among the most marginalized? Perhaps 
the two conceptualizations are not so separate, and instead these neighborhoods 
of relegation are produced through ever- changing dual processes of external 
intervention and internal poverty action. To examine how these neighborhoods 
in New Orleans are sites of both control and of cultural production, we must 
ask where is the city being rebuilt, which poverty actors are rebuilding the city 
and for whom. These are inherently political inquiries that problematize poverty 
and expose regimes of power, social regulation, and government action or inac-
tion. In the Lower Ninth Ward this action/inaction dichotomy manifests spa-
tially in how the government cares for itself (i.e., the full restoration of Jackson 
 Barracks—headquarters of the Louisiana National Guard—within three years 
of the storm), versus how it cares (or doesn’t care) for its citizens, demonstrated 
through vacant public land and condemned housing that still remains in the 
Lower Ninth Ward nine years aft er the hurricane.

However, collective imagination for poverty action in neighborhoods of rel-
egation combats marginality and exclusion. New forms of innovation and in-
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clusive urbanization are constantly emerging. One example is the Lower Ninth 
Ward Village nongovernmental organization colloquially termed “the Village” 
in the neighborhood, which transformed a dilapidated airplane hangar–like 
warehouse into a community center to build self- sustaining capacity for the 
ward’s residents aft er the hurricane. The Village has reclaimed this public space 
for healing, recovery, and resilience. It facilitates job training for local youth, 
hosts town hall meetings and debates, supports entrepreneurial initiatives in 
sustainable food systems in the ward, and has housed volunteers (like me and 
fi ft y thousand others from institutions nationally). Founded and run by Lower 
Ninth Ward resident Ward “Mack” McClendon and his team, this organization is 
co- creating a vision for rebuilding the Lower Ninth Ward with new rationalities 
of poverty alleviation. Poverty action from within neighborhoods of relegation 
redistributes power, illuminating the importance of harnessing innovation and 
problematizing poverty management.

Refl ecting on containment, practices of bounding, and poverty action in 
neighborhoods of relegation shift s territories of poverty and relinks civic en-
gagement to social justice. The Lower Ninth Ward in New Orleans has been 
managed as a problem area, yet it is still harvesting citizen innovation, reartic-
ulating and dismantling the boundaries around the neighborhood. Expanding 
conceptualizations of neighborhoods of relegation like this one moves us be-
yond analysis of structural containment in marginalized territories to one that 
captures the collective imaginations of new generations, sustaining equitable 
processes of poverty action and deterritorializing poverty. Many voices like mine 
and those of my fellow activists and poverty scholars can move toward a new 
reality, where urban centers and postdisaster zones are spaces for home- grown 
and  proactive—versus  reactionary—innovation for poverty solutions.
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From Poor Peripheries to 
Sectarian Frontiers

Planning, Development, and the Spatial 
Production of Sectarianism in Beirut 

Hiba Bou Akar

“An urban planner is like a fashion designer,” Mr. I, one of the main urban plan-
ners involved in the planning and zoning of Sahra Choueifat,1 a formal yet poor 
periphery southeast of Beirut, told me:

I now design a master plan like a fashion designer designs a  dress-  you see, there is 
no diff erence, not at all. In fashion: you ask me for a dress, I design it and tailor it 
for you. Aft er you take it home, you can take off  the ribbon, remove the ruffl  es, and 
shorten the sleeves. It is none of my business anymore. Same for urban planners 
like me in Lebanon: I do my job and give “them” a master plan. If aft er that, they 
want to remove a road, add fl oors, transform a zone, destroy the entire conceptual 
design, it is none of my business.2

While I was still processing the political implications of the parallels between 
designing a dress and producing a zoning plan for Beirut’s marginalized periph-
eries, I met with another well- established urban planner, Mr. H., who was also 
involved in planning a number of Beirut’s southern peripheries. In response to 
my question on how he approaches zoning plans and building regulations, he 
said:

Urban planning should be like jewelry design; as a planner you need to combine 
art and science in order to produce fi nely calibrated master plans.

You are a planner, right? Can you believe how they are changing the street 
alignments? Take the example of Sahra Choueifat: Have you ever seen a street 
in the U.S. where the buildings are not aligned? This is unacceptable planning!3

Large- scale planning and construction projects have come to defi ne the “formal” 
planning scene of postwar Beirut. The highest profi le of these is Beirut’s Central 
District, which has been undergoing reconstruction by the real estate company 
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Solidere (Sawalha 1998). Elyssar and Linord, two unrealized grand planning 
projects for Beirut’s southern and northern coastal suburbs respectively, have 
also been discussed at length (Rowe and Sarkis 1998; Harb 2001). More recently, 
Project Waad, Hezbollah’s  large- scale eff ort to reconstruct Beirut’s southern sub-
urbs (which were largely destroyed during the July 2006 war with Israel) has 
been the subject of several studies (Ghandour and Fawaz 2008; Harb 2008; 
Fawaz 2009; Al- Harithy 2010). In addition, scholars have foregrounded the rel-
evance of Beirut’s informal settlements to understand the production of space in 
the city (Hamadeh 1987; Charafeddine 1991; Harb 2001; Fawaz 2004; Clerc 2008). 
Of these, Fawaz’s (2004) study of Hayy el- Selloum (an informal settlement just 
north of Sahra Choueifat) provides key insights about the entanglement of for-
mal practices in the production of informality in Beirut. However, unlike Bei-
rut’s Central District or its informal peripheries, which have been the subject 
of numerous urban studies, the periphery in question, Sahra Choueifat, is a 
marginal, understudied, and overlooked area. Inhabited by mostly poor (many 
were previously displaced by war) families, it suddenly found itself in May 2008 
to be on a deadly frontier of a renewed sectarian confl ict that gripped Beirut.4

Before I explain Mr. I’s and Mr. H’s outlooks toward planning the peripher-
ies that they laid out in their interviews with me, I will fi rst discuss the spatial 
production of peripheral Sahra Choueifat as a frontier. Second, I will examine 
the theoretical and political implications of peripheries as frontiers. In the third 
section, I will introduce how the spatial and temporal logics of what I call the 
war yet to come regulate Beirut’s peripheries, shaping their poverty and urban 
growth, and violence and marginality. I will then focus on the role of urban plan-
ning in the production of these geographies. Finally, I will address the shift  from 
development to planning in the approach toward governing Beirut’s peripheries, 
discuss the role of experts like Mr. I and Mr. H in this shift , and consider its 
political implications on everyday life in Beirut’s  peripheries- as- frontiers.

This essay is based on an ethnography and archival investigation of spa-
tial practices. I sought to understand the multitude of practices, policies, and 
discourses that produced Sahra Choueifat as a contest frontier in 2008. I con-
ducted archival and ethnographic work over two time periods: before the May 
2008 events (2004–5), and aft er (2009–10). These timeframes were critical to 
understanding how the transformation of a periphery into a frontier changed 
and became rearticulated over time.5 Examining the transformation of a periph-
eral area from a “territory of poverty” into a polarized and contested frontier 
is a complex exercise in a deeply divided city like Beirut, where one is always 
categorized as “with” or “against” this or that group. The research necessitated 
crossing emergent dividing lines again and  again—both physical ones produced 
by the May 2008 battles and consequent social, political, and psychological ones. 
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In addition, despite lengthy engagement with my research sites (more than ten 
years), I had to continuously negotiate my access to information over time as 
new political alliances between  religious- political organizations emerged and 
others dissolved.

My interlocutors in Choueifat and Sahra Choueifat included residents, mu-
nicipal offi  cials, developers, planners, landowners, real estate brokers, offi  cials 
from the  religious- political organizations, journalists, intellectuals, and former 
militiamen. Since practices of zoning and urban planning in Sahra Choueifat 
take place on multiple bureaucratic levels, from the municipality to the national 
level, I conducted observations and interviews with planners and heads of plan-
ning units in diff erent public agencies and private companies. My historical re-
search on political events, planning, development, contestation, and wars draws 
on newspaper and media archives, the American University of Beirut libraries’ 
archives, and records, maps, and reports stored in public administration offi  ces 
(municipalities, ministries, councils, etc.).6 Together, these diff erent research 
methods resulted in a situated understanding of the changing geography of Sahra 
Choueifat as produced and contested over time, through master plans, territorial 
struggles, and everyday discourses of fear, tolerance, coexistence, and confl ict.

Sahra Choueifat: A Periphery as a Frontier

Sahra Choueifat is in the vicinity of the Beirut International Airport, located 
between areas ascribed to diff erent  religious- sectarian groups. One would 
only pass through the area if one works or lives there. Despite the fact that 
 middle- income people inhabit Sahra Choueifat alongside poorer families, Sahra 
Choueifat is oft en described as a zone of poverty. This popular view of Sahra 
Choueifat is in part shaped by the presence of Hayy el- Selloum, one of Beirut’s 
largest informal settlements, next door.7

During the civil war (1975–90), the area remained agricultural, heavily 
guarded by its Druze landowners against Shiite expansion from the neighbor-
ing Al- Dahiya, Hezbollah’s stronghold in the southern suburbs of Beirut.8 At 
that time, Hayy el- Selloum was already a dense informal settlement, part of Al- 
Dahiya, and a stronghold for Shiite militias that were fi ghting at times against 
the Druze militia.9 By the end of the war, seeing it as an “empty land,” Hezbollah 
and its affi  liated developers worked through the land and housing markets to 
provide housing in this area especially for the poor war- displaced populations 
that had been squatting in Beirut for more than fi ft een years, and who were 
mostly Hezbollah supporters. In 1993  large- scale low- income housing complexes 
started mushrooming in the area.10 During Israel’s 2006 war on Lebanon, seen as 
part of Al- Dahiya, Sahra Choueifat was bombed, which inserted it as a node in 
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the regional Arab–Israeli confl ict. On the local level, while the low- income Shiite 
residents saw it as a new aff ordable and formal residential area on the fringes of 
the city, the Druze residents saw its transformation into a “Shiite neighborhood” 
as an invasion of their “territory.”

This contestation turned deadly during the civil strife events of May 2008. 
The now Shiite Sahra Choueifat and its neighboring Druze Choueifat witnessed 
the most severe battles fought between two main  religious- political organiza-
tions, the Shiite Hezbollah and the Druze psp. Dozens were killed. Since then, 
a parade of Lebanese Army tanks reinforces the newly formed frontier lines. 
These dividing lines have been further reinforced through contested planning 
exercises over diff erent imagined futures of development and war.

The psp and Hezbollah have diff erent purposes and histories of militarization 
and social service. There is a vast diff erence in their size and scales of operation. 
Hezbollah is a much more complex and powerful entity. Yet, in a country where 
the balance of power between sectarian groups cannot be jeopardized, both 
entities continue to play signifi cant political roles. The psp was established as a 
secular political party in 1949 and was responsible for a Druze militia during the 
civil war. Despite its disarmament at the end of the war, the psp has remained 
an infl uential political actor in Lebanon. Hezbollah emerged in 1982 primarily 
to resist the Israeli occupation of southern Lebanon. Hezbollah continues to 
hold a large armory and operate one of the region’s largest  service- provision 
networks. It is also a major regional actor and power broker. Depending on one’s 
perspective, Hezbollah can be considered a nongovernmental organization, a 
Lebanese political party, a resistance movement, or an armed organization cen-
tral to the “War on Terror.” Such categories, however, selectively emphasize or 
blur Hezbollah’s various activities in the areas of politics, military organization, 
resistance to occupation, and service  provision—all of which characterize its 
diverse activities.

The local and institutional power dynamics between the two actors in Sahra 
Choueifat are quite complex, but for the sake of this essay, it is suffi  cient to say 
that for the most part, Hezbollah and its allies are in control of the housing and 
real estate markets, and the psp had, up until the last municipal elections in 
June 2010, control over the municipality. Also, due to the complex voting laws 
in Lebanon, the municipal board does not have a Shiite representative.

I will discuss in greater detail this shift  in Sahra Choueifat’s geography in 
“times of peace” from a periphery to a frontier, but before I do that I will briefl y 
discuss the logics of these two spatial categories, peripheries and frontiers, vis- 
à- vis issues of marginality, poverty, violence, and hope. I will then consider the 
political implications of the overlapping geographies of these two seemingly 
mutually exclusive categories.
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Peripheries as Frontiers

Peripheral areas like Sahra Choueifat found themselves in 2008 to be the fron-
tiers of the new round of sectarian confl ict that rocked Beirut. Before then, in 
2006, Sahra Choueifat, marked as part of Al- Dahiya, was targeted in the Israeli 
war on Lebanon. Until then, the area had been seen as marginal, associated with 
agricultural supply, the informality of Hayy el- Selloum, rural migrant workers, 
and industries (Coca Cola is one).11 Nowadays, the area is seen as a frontier of 
urban growth, violence, fear, and environmental degradation. However, what 
this study shows is that the contestation over the development of Sahra Choue-
ifat had been unfolding for decades before then: through paramilitary inter-
ventions during the civil war, and through real estate and housing markets as 
well as urban planning and zoning policies since the end of the war. Marginal 
yet contested, Sahra Choueifat is shaped simultaneously by the spatial logics of 
peripheries and frontiers. It is the juxtaposition of these two logics that has so 
far shaped the possibilities for housing for Beirut’s poor and  middle- income 
families in Sahra Choueifat. The area has provided the opportunity for low- cost 
formal housing on the outskirts of Beirut. At the same time, this association 
has also defi ned a politics of closure, segregation, borderlines, and a “tactics of 
anticipation” for possible violent futures (Pradeep 1998).

Peripheries and frontiers have played a signifi cant role in the understanding 
of uneven geographies. As operational categories of spatial understanding and 
theorization, their diff erent uses point to diff erent sets of socioeconomic, geo-
graphic, and political processes. The temporalities of their becoming are also 
distinct. As a result, theoretically, the two categories remain mutually exclusive. 
Yet, the case of Sahra Choueifat points to the fact that the spatial and temporal 
logics of peripheries and frontiers can overlap in contested geographies. How 
then can we understand the socioeconomic, spatial, and political logics that 
govern such territories?

Peripheries are usually spaces of marginalization, neglect, economic disad-
vantage, and an incomplete urban citizenship that is yet to come. The periphery 
has been a powerful concept whether in discussions of peripheries in the global 
South or in general as an aspect of urban theory (Tsing 1993; Yift achel 2000; 
Caldeira 2000; Roy 2009; Watson, 2009; Miraft ab 2009). Commonly, peripher-
ies constitute the urban outskirts (Simone 2010). As such, they have been key to 
discussions of urban informality (Roy and AlSayyad 2004; Holston 2009). They 
may also be sites for the relocation of “unwanted” populations standing in the 
way of a city’s “development” (Ghannam 2002). Peripheries are constituted by 
specifi c sets of social, economic, and political conditions that usually contribute 
to the exclusion of peripheries but can also lead to the destabilization of the 
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center (Dikec 2007; Simone 2010). Because of their exclusion, peripheries can 
oft en be imbued with hope, a “volatility that is permitted to go nowhere and a 
completion always yet to come” (Simone 2007: 464). In the peripheries, Holston 
(2009: 245) shows the move to stake claims to urban citizenship. He has written 
that “struggles . . . for the basic resources of daily life and shelter have also gen-
erated new movements of insurgent citizenship based on their claims to have a 
right to the city and a right to rights.”

Frontiers, on the other hand, are spaces of exploration and excitement, en-
croachment and conquer, danger and violence. They are another powerful con-
cept in anthropological and urban research. They are quite oft en discussed as 
dystopic spaces where regimes of power and capital are in the process of recon-
fi guring space in their own image. Frontiers are oft en thought of as spaces of 
capital accumulation and/or racial or ethnic domination. Smith (1996) examined 
how inner city neighborhoods in American cities became urban frontiers where 
poor people are driven from their neighborhoods by forces of gentrifi cation. In 
Israel, frontier settlements have allowed the expansion of control by a dominant 
group into adjacent areas, assisting “both in the construction of  national- Jewish 
identity, and in capturing physical space on which this identity could be ter-
ritorially constructed” (Yift achel 2006: 108). The elasticity of such a frontier, 
according to Weizman (2007: 173), allows it to “continually remold itself to ab-
sorb and accommodate opposition,” diverting the debate around its existence 
to issues of inclusion and exclusion. Frontiers also shape the geographies of 
the “War on Terror,” where distance has been mapped into diff erence. Gregory 
(2004) shows how, by transforming borders into frontiers, spaces in Baghdad 
or Kabul are constructed as “imaginative geographies,” whose destruction is 
necessary for the safety of “the West.” Frontiers are also spaces of uncertainty. In 
Gupta and Ferguson’s (1992: 18) account, borderlands as frontiers are a “place of 
incommensurable contradictions” and “an interstitial zone of displacement and 
deterritorialization that shapes the identity of the hybridized subject.” Frontiers 
could also be “liminal zones of struggle, between diff erent groups for power 
and  infl uence—each seeking to expand their infl uence by shaping these zones 
on their own terms. In this view, the frontier is a fuzzy geographic space where 
outcomes are uncertain” (Leitner, Peck, and Sheppard 2007: 311). Within such 
framings, frontiers are dystopic spaces of capital and resource accumulation, war 
and violence, oft en characterized by class, racial, religious, or ethnic domination 
battles over contested futures.

Within this dichotomy of peripheries as left - out, hopeful spaces and frontiers 
as emerging, dystopic spaces, how can we then understand the transformation of 
marginal peripheries into violent frontiers, or more accurately the overlapping 
geographies of peripheries and frontiers that shape areas like Sahra Choueifat? 
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What are the spatial logics that govern these territories of poverty as simultane-
ously marginal and neglected yet on the forefront of local sectarian and regional 
geopolitical wars? And what is the signifi cance of such overlapping logics?

Not many studies have interrogated the theoretical implications of the 
overlap of these seemingly distant logics of spatial categorization. In his essay 
“On Cityness,” Simone (2010: 39) states that “the periphery is many things.” 
According to Simone (2010: 40), “the periphery can exist as a frontier in that 
it has a border with another city, nation, rural area, or periphery.” As an area 
of overlap, the periphery is thus a hybrid space “where diff erent ways of doing 
things, of thinking about and living urban life, can come together.” (Simone 
2010: 40–41). It is a space “that absorbs tensions inherent in the intersection 
of substantially diff erent ways of doing things” (Simone 2010: 41). In this ap-
proach, the  periphery- as- frontier is a hopeful space imbued with possibilities 
of improving one’s life.

In this essay, on the other hand, I argue that geography and politics of pe-
ripheries as frontiers in contested cities like Beirut are shaped simultaneously 
by feverish urban growth and abject neglect, profi t and poverty, violence and 
indiff erence. These processes are confi gured through an anticipated future of 
confl ict, informed by pasts and presents of wars and violence. In Beirut, where 
the specters of war always lurk, I call these the governing logics of the war yet 
to come.12

For the War Yet to Come: Governing the Peripheries

My analytic of the war yet to come does not treat war and peace as distinct 
categories. It approaches war not as a temporal aberration in the fl ow of events, 
with a beginning and an end. Rather the war yet to come focuses on how wars 
and their anticipation have become governing modalities of Beirut’s peripheries, 
regulating their urban growth and poverty, marginality and violence. It is hence 
a regulating logic that articulates political, spatial, and economic orders within 
a temporal framework through which spaces of poverty, marginality, otherness, 
and violence are confi gured and contested over and over again.

The war yet to come does not produce poor localities per se. Instead, as the 
case of Sahra Choueifat shows, its spatial and temporal logics produce patch-
works of lavishness and poverty, sectarian violence and development growth, 
mixed neighborhoods and segregated ones. The borderlines of these geographies 
are continuously shift ing, momentarily solidifying through violence, only to be 
contested and reconfi gured again. The war yet to come further regulates these 
territories through its foreclosure of urban politics and the possibility of action 
for social change outside the sectarian political order.
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In the war yet to come, there is no state monopoly over sovereignty, war, 
and their geographies. Critical to these geographies are nontraditional actors, 
like  religious- political organizations, that challenge established state–market, 
private–public, and government–insurgency binaries. These actors play a sig-
nifi cant role in the exercise of ordering the present through their expected role 
in the futures of violence and local and regional wars yet to come. At a time 
in which such actors are increasingly engaged in the production of cities, it 
is important to investigate their role in producing urban space and the ensu-
ing dynamics of urban politics, its ruptures and possibilities, contestations and 
transgression. This is particularly true with regard to cities divided along reli-
gious and ethnic lines, where the spatiality of constructed diff erences may aff ect 
decisions of inclusion and exclusion, peace and war.

The case of Sahra Choueifat shows that these geographies of the war yet to 
come are shaped by the articulation of at least four main processes: urbanization, 
neoliberalization, paramilitarization, and the reproduction of a spatial order of 
sectarian diff erence. I will briefl y discuss the ways in which these four interre-
lated processes have shaped Beirut’s peripheries as frontiers. 

A congested and expensive city, Beirut has been experiencing a massive 
urbanization toward its peripheries to accommodate the city’s expansion and 
provide housing for those who aft er the end of the war could not aff ord to 
live in the city anymore for many reasons, including gentrifi cation, squatting, 
war displacement, and changes in the rent- control law. As bulldozers ploughed 
through the hills and the fi elds surrounding Beirut, some of these mushrooming 
peripheries developed without much contestation. However, the peripheries that 
have become contested frontiers are those that have been witnessing an infl ux 
of populations of a diff erent sectarian group than the one that had inhabited the 
area at the end of the war. Sahra Choueifat is one.

The widely debated neoliberal policies that postwar Lebanon governments 
adopted played a critical role in this urbanization. The end of the war in Leba-
non coincided with the shift  in the global political and economic orders toward 
neoliberalism, structural adjustment, privatization of welfare, and so forth, and 
also with the dissolution of the Soviet Union and the demise of the communist 
project. The postwar Lebanese government followed that global economic and 
political neoliberalization rationale by promoting privatization policies espe-
cially in the approach toward the reconstruction of Beirut and in dealing with 
the problem of the war- displaced populations. In that vein, socioeconomic de-
velopment was left  to the de- facto rulers on the ground, former civil war mi-
litias that had transformed into powerful  religious- political organizations that 
constitute the Lebanese government. Space constraints do not allow for a full 
discussion about this here. However, two key issues are important to highlight: 
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one, the Lebanese government’s policies toward the poor and those displaced 
by war left  many to the market to sort our their housing needs (Bou Akar 2005). 
For example, the postwar Lebanese government opted to evict war- displaced 
families who were squatting in abandoned houses during the war, by providing 
them with small monetary compensation packages to move elsewhere. The gov-
ernment did not supplement these cash handouts with any meaningful housing 
policies that could help these families fi nd aff ordable housing in the city. In fact, 
the aim of the cash compensation packages was to move families who had lived 
in Beirut for more than twenty years back to their villages in south and east 
Lebanon. However, to many of these families, Beirut was home. It is where they 
had established their livelihoods. Returning to their villages of origin was not a 
real option. They had to fi nd housing in the city or its outskirts. Through such 
policies of indiff erence, the government relegated the livelihood needs of these 
families to the market. Certainly, the task proved most challenging for the poorer 
families. Second, the role that the  religious- political organizations have played 
in operating the housing and real estate markets as well as shaping the urban 
planning practices and infrastructure provision have had critical spatial implica-
tions on shaping Beirut’s peripheries as frontiers. These actors, which were part 
of the process of overseeing the compensation enumeration and partaking in the 
distribution of the packages, provided channels that many lower income families 
came to rely on when looking for aff ordable housing, as the case of Sahra Choue-
ifat illustrates. Many scholars have argued that such a rollback of the Lebanese 
state as part of its neoliberal policies allowed for  religious- political organizations 
to take over that space left  vacant by the government (Fawaz 2009). In Lebanon, 
most of these actors were former civil war militias who have become the major 
political constituents of the Lebanese government since the end of the civil war. 
In Sahra Choueifat, the two main actors are Hezbollah and the psp. Common 
discussions around such actors, especially Hezbollah, describe them as oper-
ating “a state within a state.” However, such descriptions tend to gloss over the 
fact that these actors also constitute the state. This study instead takes seriously 
how since the 1990s these  religious- political organizations form and operate as 
part of the Lebanese state while also operating outside it. These organizations 
are not discrete entities but are constellations of public and private actors, who 
for example implemented the compensation policy and oversaw it at the same 
time (and received a cut in both capacities). Individuals within these networks 
may range from  street- level bureaucrats, to heads of municipalities, ministers 
and parliamentarians, draft smen in planning agencies, housing developers, real 
estate brokers, religious charity workers,  micro- loan offi  cers, and workers in 
an asphalt company. As I show elsewhere (Bou Akar 2012a), their geographic 
interventions cannot be easily categorized; they are shaped by the continuities 
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and discontinuities of these actors’ spatial and neoliberal practices with prac-
tices of religious affi  liation, sectarian constructions, service provision, resistance 
ideologies, and militarization.

In addition, these actors together form the Lebanese army and maintain the 
state’s sovereignty. Yet, individually, they operate their own paramilitary groups 
that continuously challenge the state’s sovereignty in varying degrees as they 
operate within the overlapping geographies of Lebanese sectarian wars, the 
Arab–Israeli confl ict, transnational geographies of Islamic “resistance[s],” and 
those of the global “War on Terror.”13

As they anticipate engaging with diff erent contestations or wars on local 
and regional levels, the  religious- political organizations’ paramilitary strategies 
shape the mundane geographies of Beirut’s contested peripheries, turning them 
into sectarian frontiers through the twin logic of militarization and profi table 
real estate and housing transactions. In weaving their militarization logics into 
the built environment, these actors use the vast knowledge acquired during their 
involvement in the civil war’s battles that mostly unfolded in residential areas 
and on street corners. They are also informed by the more recent rounds of 
violence that accompanied major political events in the country, including the 
assassination of Prime Minister Rafi k Hariri and the withdrawal of the Syrian 
armed forces in 2005, the July 2006 Israeli war on Lebanon, and the May 2008 
sectarian violence, to name a few. Previously ad hoc, during “times of peace” 
these military spatial logics are now intrinsic and  built- in in the everyday geog-
raphies of the wars yet to come.

The practice of urban planning is at the nexus of the four aforementioned 
processes: urbanization, neoliberalism, paramilitarization, and the sociospatial 
production of sectarian diff erence. Planning tools, practices, and outcomes have 
become the primary terrain of contestation in Beirut’s “times of peace.” Plans and 
their implementation are continuously being drawn and redrawn, contested and 
reconciled, with severe implications on the everyday lived spaces of the city. The 
discussion on the zoning of Sahra Choueifat in the following section illustrates 
how the practice of urban planning in Beirut involves innovative techniques to 
continuously “balance” a spatiality of political diff erence in order to keep a war 
at bay while simultaneously allowing for urban growth and development profi t.

These geographies of the war yet to come render the possibility of social 
change outside the sectarian political order unimaginable or unattainable. 
Through its policies and practices, the Lebanese government (an assembly of 
 religious- political organizations) has led people, especially vulnerable pop-
ulations, to depend on these same  religious- political organizations to access 
aff ordable housing, infrastructure, security, jobs, and so  forth—not solely 
through charity but most importantly through their “channeled markets” (Bou 
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Akar 2012a). As inhabitants of these  peripheries- as- frontiers become reliant on 
 religious- political organizations for a decent living and a sense of security, it 
becomes increasingly diffi  cult for residents to challenge the sectarian sociopolit-
ical order perpetuated by these actors. This order is further reinforced through 
sporadic rounds of fi ghting, discourses of fear, and circulation of rumors about 
the religious Other living across the road. These practices shape the geographies 
of the war yet to come, which in turn further reinforce this sociopolitical or-
der of sectarian diff erence. As violence continues to rage on local and regional 
levels under the banner of sectarianism, these borderlines are further solidifi ed 
making it increasingly diffi  cult for people to challenge the governing modali-
ties of the wars yet to come—that keep their neighborhoods mired in poverty, 
without infrastructure, and environmentally  unsafe—outside the political order 
of sectarian diff erence.

The Planned Geographies of the War Yet to Come: 
The Urbanization of Sahra Choueifat 

A brief discussion of the contestations over the urban development of Sahra 
Choueifat will illustrate the role of planning in producing and reproducing the 
geographies of the war yet to come.

As mentioned earlier, while Sahra Choueifat’s urban development has been 
taking place through the land and housing markets, the contestations over its 
expansion are taking place mostly through zoning, planning, and building law 
battles. For example, since 1996 the zoning ordinance for Sahra Choueifat has 
been modifi ed at least eight times back and forth between residential and indus-
trial zones. While Hezbollah has been pushing to zone the area as residential, 
the psp municipality wants it to be an industrial one. In the last iteration of the 
master plan in 2008, the psp municipality celebrated its triumph of being able to 
pass a new zoning law that will decrease the height and density of future build-
ings in the now residential Sahra Choueifat. It also enforced the use of expensive 
stone cladding instead of the tin sheets and the cheap concrete blocks that were 
previously allowed, and it limited buildings to two apartments per fl oor. These 
regulations aimed at increasing the price per square meter, and thus, the same 
size apartment could cost up to twice as much, curbing the expansion of Sahra 
Choueifat by signifi cantly decreasing aff ordability of its housing. It hence aimed 
to eliminate future possibilities of housing more low- income families in the area. 
They were also able to zone Choueifat’s hilltops as villa  areas—that is, upscale 
 single- family  houses—which means one would need large piece of land to build 
a small house with expensive fi nishing materials as per the zoning code. And 
the portion of the highway that goes through Sahra Choueifat, what residents 



From Poor Peripheries to Sectarian Frontiers  • 275

were hoping would one day bring them closer to the city and its jobs, had yet 
to be completed.

In urban planning terms, this all sounds normal: density, height, and pro-
posed infrastructure aim, among other things, to redistribute resources, facilitate 
industrial production, and protect ecologies. However, in Sahra Choueifat these 
practices are also the tools that the  religious- political organizations are using 
to order the present in anticipation of future wars. Here, “industrial zone” is 
a synonym for Druze territory, and “residential zone” is a synonym for Shiite 
territory, as one planner put it. Hezbollah has been pushing to zone the area as 
residential to help in housing more of its low- income supporters. By designating 
it as industrial, psp is trying to avoid a further urbanization of the area, which 
would mean “more poor ‘Shiite’—and hence more Hezbollah ideologically com-
mitted  supporters—in the area,” as one municipal employee told me.

However, zoning designations are not easy to change in Lebanon. In order to 
do so, a proposed master plan must be endorsed by the Directorate General of 
Urbanism and studied by the prime minister’s advisory board on planning and 
development and the council of ministers. If approved, the legal change is then 
issued as a government decree signed by the president of the Lebanese Republic, 
the prime minster of the Lebanese government, and the concerned ministers, 
which always includes the Minister of Public Works and Transportation. The 
decree is published in the offi  cial gazette and becomes immediately binding. 
Considering this cumbersome process, the high stakes in the contest over Sahra 
Choueifat is refl ected in the fact that the diff erent  religious- political organiza-
tions have managed to make  large- scale legal changes to its zoning eight times 
in twelve years, resulting in a patchwork of competing residential, industrial, 
and agricultural developments.

Paramilitary urban strategies are also key to understanding these peripheral 
geographies. As explained earlier, both Hezbollah and psp function as para-
militaries. What emerged during my fi eldwork is how the creation of weapon 
tunnels, the domination of hilltops, and the ability to distribute militias in space 
is key to their geographies. Therefore, attempting to turn the hilltops into a 
“beautiful villa area” is an attempt by the psp to ensure that Hezbollah could not 
aff ord to create a low- income dense settlement from which the psp areas could 
be attacked in the event of future wars.

Between the industrial and the residential, this low- income periphery is now 
a patchwork of apartment buildings, in the vicinity of industries, next to one of 
the most active urban agricultural areas around Beirut. Every winter the area 
witnesses an environmental disaster when waste water mixed with rain  water—
carrying with it industrial waste and soil—fi lls up the streets, causing new phases 
of displacement among the small segment of families who can leave, and leaving 
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behind those who cannot aff ord to go—basically leading to displacement along 
class lines.

The governing logic of war yet to come, hence, is in many ways the antithe-
sis of Simone’s city yet come. For Simone (2004: 9) the “city is the conjunction 
of seemingly endless possibilities of remaking,” where precarious structures, 
provisional locations, potholed roads “even in their supposedly depleted condi-
tions, all are openings onto somewhere.” However, the case of Sahra Choueifat 
briefl y discussed above shows that in cities in confl ict, like Beirut, the mundane 
geographies of  peripheries- as- frontiers may be both hopeful and dystopic. Low- 
income war- displaced families have been able to secure low- cost housing in 
Sahra Choueifat, as they were priced out from skyrocketing housing prices of 
Beirut. This has allowed many of them to keep their jobs in the city and com-
mute to peripheral areas like Sahra Choueifat. Nonetheless, the new spaces are 
also zones of confl ict and contestation where fears of future local and regional 
wars shape everyday life. These are geographies that provide the possibility for 
some sort of “right to the city” (Mitchell 2003). But they are also spaces where 
the futures of violent engagements and displacements are drawn and redrawn 
every day. With this logic, Beirut’s southern  peripheries- turned- frontiers are 
simultaneously centers and nodes in the transnational geographies and circu-
lations of the Arab–Israeli confl ict, the militarization of Islamic organizations, 
and also those of the global “War on Terror.”

As concurrent frontiers of both—urban growth and sectarian  confl ict—these 
peripheries also emphasize how in the geographies of the war yet to come, the 
practice of urban planning with its tools, processes, and outcomes have become 
the primary terrain of contestation.

From Development to Planning: Rethinking Beirut’s Territories of Poverty

What I would like to highlight here is that the war yet to come as a spatial logic 
that shapes Beirut peripheries at this moment signals a shift  in the experts’ ap-
proach toward the peripheries as territories of poverty.

Since the establishment of the Lebanese  nation- state in 1943 and throughout 
the civil war, the expert discourses on the built environment focused on how 
the uneven development of the peripheries, due to their poverty, informality, 
unruliness, had become the primary source of instability, witnessing recurrent 
labor unions’ uprisings. In the 1950s and 1960s, Lebanon was not far from the 
global sweep of communist sentiments that manifested themselves in class strug-
gles, student uprisings, and civil rights movements around the world. Poor areas 
were assumed to be the breeding grounds for the foot soldiers that championed 
these revolutionary sentiments, which were threatening to disrupt the world’s 
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hegemonic capitalist and religious orders. These revolutionary manifestations 
were causing anxiety among global powers, especially the United States, West-
ern European countries, and the Catholic Church. In Lebanon this anxiety was 
sharpened by the rise in support for secularist Pan- Arabism, which reached its 
peak when Syria and Egypt united (1958–61) under the charismatic leadership 
of Gamal Abdel Nasser, who assumed the presidency of Egypt in 1956.14 Pan- 
Arabism positioned the region as a socialist fi eld with an Arab identity. The 
poorer segments of the Arab populations saw in Pan- Arabism their hope for a 
better future.

Poverty alleviation and economic development were seen as ways to stop 
communist aspirations from taking hold in the alleyways of the informal and 
poor peripheries of cities in developing countries. As a result, the poor and 
their spaces globally became an obsession of international aid and development 
institutions. Hence, in cities around the globe, slums were cleared and experi-
mentations with public housing were underway, followed by widespread “sites 
and services” projects that aimed to facilitate access for the poor to formal and 
hygienic housing within a clear spatial order.

The push toward spatializing development was crystallized by the shift  in the 
apparatus of international development. This apparatus became more salient in 
1960 when the United Nations started playing a crucial role in “building interna-
tional consensus on action for development” (see the un website at http://www
.un.org/en/development/other/overview.shtml). Beginning in 1960, the General 
Assembly helped set priorities and goals through a series of ten- year Interna-
tional Development Strategies. “Development is not growth, Development is 
growth plus change,” the United Nations (1962) declared in its 1962 conference 
in Beirut, as part of its global initiative at the time to include social development 
alongside economic development, and that social change was seen as possible 
through “change in the built environment.” Putting these ideas together, the 
United Nations was promoting at the time development through change in the 
built environment, which one could argue may have crystallized the spatial turn 
in development studies.

It was at that time that Beirut became the convention hub in the Middle East 
for experts and relevant institutions to discuss development and poverty allevi-
ation.15 In 1968, for example, representatives of the Catholic Church, joined by 
United Nations personnel, convened in Beirut to discuss world development.16 
The conveners discussed development strategies that aimed to alleviate poverty 
and eradicate disparities among nations and within each nation (Munby, Vatican 
Commission on Peace and Freedom, and World Council of Churches 1969). 
Several documents on planning and development from that time, especially 
documents developed by the Catholic Church, mentioned the slum clearance of 
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Qarantina, an informal settlement and a refugee camp on the north entrance to 
Beirut (Verdeil 2008).17 The slum clearance and eradication approach to infor-
mal settlements continued in conversations on development and planning in the 
1960s. In 1964 Michel Ecochard delivered his now famous master plan for Beirut 
and its suburbs.18 Ecochard’s plan articulated the problematic of the periphery 
as target of spatial planning. His planning scheme was basically aimed at “or-
dering” the peripheries by facilitating their gradual urbanization, proposing low 
land- exploitation factors and low building heights. Many aspects of that scheme 
remained ink on paper. Having been issued as a government decree, however, 
the Ecochard master plan still haunts the everyday spaces of the peripheries, 
including those of Sahra Choueifat. Almost fi ft y years later, many land plots 
are still held hostage to Ecochard’s planning schemes that are never to come.19 

The spatiality of the sectarian problematic and how it intersected with these 
proposed development and planning schemes were silenced. Despite the fact 
that the sectarian problem was being discussed in several forums, in discussions 
of the built environment it was masked by the concept of the “unruly” periph-
ery. Modernization and the formation of the modern state provided the larger 
umbrella of the debates, discussions, and plans of action that focused on poverty 
and class diff erence rather than on other axes of diff erence like sectarianism.

What is interesting to note is that even aft er the civil war took shape in its 
known  format—that is along sectarian lines in 1975—the experts of the built 
environment in Lebanon continued with the same “diagnosis” of the urban prob-
lematic. The economic crisis of uneven development between the peripheries 
and the hinterland was assumed to be the underlying cause of the war (that 
turned sectarian) (Traboulsi 2007).20 Even in 1983, eight years aft er the onset of 
civil war, one can quote Samir Khalaf (1983: 18), the most prominent Lebanese 
urban sociologist, saying in a workshop on reconstructing Beirut that “virtually 
all the urban problems of Beirut stem from one fundamental source: unguided, 
uncontrolled, and unplanned urban growth.” 

To recap, these trouble areas were hence located as “targets of development” 
to stem causes of instability, especially at the height of a global moment of anx-
iety around the rise in communist and pan- Arab socialist aspirations. Conse-
quently, they became sites of urban planning interventions with proposals aimed 
at poverty alleviation, housing provision, industrial jobs, and tenure security. 
For the most part, these plans remained blueprints.

Through this brief engagement with the planning aspirations that were prev-
alent in 1950s and 1960s, this essay argues that the logic of the war yet to come 
indicates a major shift  in this previous governing logic toward the peripheries 
and its populations. As the case of Sahra Choueifat illustrates: the planning of the 
war yet to come is the result of layers upon layers of contested planning exercises 



From Poor Peripheries to Sectarian Frontiers  • 279

over diff erent imagined futures. That’s why Sahra Choueifat’s 1996 master plan 
that was meant to be the blueprint for its development for the next thirty years 
was changed at least eight times in twelve years. And the promised highway is 
never to come. Its ghost lanes not only haunt Sahra Choueifat’s everyday spaces, 
but also the dreams of residents who are still hopeful that that highway would 
bring the city to them.

Therefore, rather than understanding Beirut’s peripheries as an unmapped 
and unplanned geography (Roy 2002; Elyachar 2005), or in terms of possi-
bilities yet to come (Simone 2004; Holston 2009), the geographies of Beirut’s 
 peripheries- as- frontiers are in fact “intricately planned” according to imagined 
present and futures of simultaneous urban growth and confl ict on the local, 
regional, and transnational levels.

The Technicians of the War Yet to Come

It is within this context that one ought to locate Mr. I’s and Mr. H’s descriptions 
of their approaches to planning, whether designing fashion or jewelry, in a con-
tested periphery like Sahra Choueifat. They are symptomatic of the spatial logics 
of “the war yet to come” and the role that planners take within it: as technicians 
of this regulating spatial logic. However, Mr. I and Mr. H are not anomalies 
among their planning peers. They are in fact two of the more respected planning 
experts in the city.

During my more than twenty interviews with planners working in Beirut 
about their approaches to planning, most of the discussions were focused on 
the logic of traffi  c and vehicular arteries, how a “proper” city should look, and of 
course lots of talk about Solidere, Elyssar, Linord, and Hezbollah’s reconstruction 
project Waad. Only a handful of my interviewees were interested in discussing, 
for example, the newly approved National Physical Master Plan. I learned a lot 
about  urban- planning practices during these interviews that I am grateful for. 
For the most part, my interviewees were respected urbanists with many years 
of experience in Lebanon.

Nonetheless, what was striking to me during these conversations was that 
only a handful of my interviewees mentioned poverty alleviation, informality, 
precarious living conditions, lack of jobs,  middle- class inability to access housing 
in the city, or unequal distribution of resources between the city and its peripher-
ies, even when asked about areas like Sahra Choueifat. Discussions that involved 
talking about equal or unequal distribution were related to the government’s 
unequal investment in physical planning projects across regions. Many argued 
that investment in public planning projects has been happening along sectarian 
lines, benefi ting areas that are inhabited by certain  political- religious groups 
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while ignoring other areas.21 Even in public forums (media, workshops, etc.), 
the talk about socioeconomic development was barely present.22

However, when I interrogated these planning discourses further, a diff erent 
picture emerged about the practice of urban planning in Beirut. A number of 
planners, especially Mr. I and Mr. H, provided a more nuanced genealogy of 
their planning practices that have shaped their positions and approaches to 
planning in Lebanon. Mr. I, a planner in a private company who was affi  liated 
with planning Sahra Choueifat for more than a decade, described to me the 
threats, abuses, and humiliations that he had to endure during the process. Aft er 
a while, I realized that Mr. I is in fact a planning idealist who has found him-
self in an unfortunate situation, apparently common in the Lebanese planning 
practice. A graduate of a prestigious university in North America, he believes 
in the power of planning to “beautify, develop, and improve” living conditions. 
However, he painfully recounted the many times when politically backed land-
owners, militiamen, and land developers intercepted his arrival to his offi  ce, 
threatened his planning team in the fi eld, and banged on his drawing table, all 
for the purposes of demanding he makes changes to his zoning and planning 
proposals of Sahra Choueifat. In the end, Mr. I was “instructed” to just draw the 
lines as he was “told” to do so by the  religious- political organizations’ represen-
tatives or their affi  liates. During one of our discussions, Mr. I pulled out a pile 
of papers from a dusty corner. These papers showed his initial planning scheme 
for Sahra Choueifat. His vision included a  cutting- edge industrial zone, a low- 
income residential neighborhood that supplies the labor for the industries, and 
a green buff er and recreational zone between the two areas. What ended up on 
his drawing board and on the ground are overlapping zones of industrial and 
residential areas with the dangerous environmental and political repercussions 
briefl y aforementioned.

Mr. I’s engagement with planning Sahra Choueifat provides the context of his 
current approach to planning of these peripheries as “fashion design,” and that 
any changes by the “clients”—in this case the clients are in reality the warring 
 religious- political organizations—to his planning project are “none of his busi-
ness.” Mr. I has been transformed into a technician of the regulating logic of the 
war yet to come. He told me that he still practices his planning ideals, however, 
in picturesque mountain villages away from Beirut’s contested frontiers.

Mr. H encountered similarly aggressive experiences when he attempted to put 
forward alternative planning visions. Mr. H has vast knowledge and outstanding 
expertise in the fi eld of planning. We had a great conversation, for example, on 
social justice and the ideal city. But when I asked him about Beirut’s peripheries, 
his discussion scaled down to focus on the failure of street alignments in areas 
like Sahra Choueifat, areas that had just witnessed a  small- scale civil war.
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Post- poverty Beirut?

Based on these interviews with urban planners in the city, I concluded that it 
seems that postwar Beirut has witnessed a complete shift  in approaches to plan-
ning: from planning as a tool of social and economic development to planning 
as an end in itself. Planning has been emptied of its development discourse, a 
discourse that was resilient even during the most diffi  cult years of war.

This shift  in the approach to planning from the quests and questions of social 
and economic development centered on issues of poverty and illegality, to an 
exercise in spatializing sectarian diff erence changed the discourse around Bei-
rut’s southern peripheries from that of “informal and poor peripheries” to “Shiite 
neighborhoods,” the new frontiers of sectarian confl ict. This reformulation of 
the political consciousness vis- à- vis the periphery, its economy, marginality, 
and inhabitants has had major repercussions on poverty, segregation, violence, 
and environmental degradation, as illustrated by the case of Sahra Choueifat. 
It is important to point out here, however, that Shiites inhabited the southern 
peripheries long before the onset of the civil war. However, as discussed earlier, 
in the 1950s and 1960s it was rare that any of the academic volumes published 
on planning and development in Beirut discussed the peripheries in sectarian 
terms. Rather, the discussion embodied a modernization approach to social and 
human development that was common back then. Certainly, these moderniza-
tion discourses were not devoid of an underlying discriminatory logic against a 
certain sect but that prejudice was targeted more against the “backward” rural 
to urban migrants and less against “the Shiites.”

My interviews with planners made me realize that planning and development 
in Beirut may be actually “post- poverty,” by which I mean that poverty seems 
to have receded as a prominent lens through which to understand, organize, 
and act upon space. For the most part, poverty has been rendered invisible as a 
public national discourse. Instead, territories of poverty have been delineated, 
zoned, labeled, and reinscribed as a sectarian issue left  for the  religious- political 
organizations to address. Planning as an exercise in  attaining—or at least aiming 
to  attain—socioeconomic equality along with spatial justice seems to be rarely 
discussed.23 As a result, the importance of the peripheries as targets of national 
development has receded, taken over by conversations about the unequal sec-
tarianized distribution of planning monies across areas affi  liated with diff erent 
 religious- political organizations.

There are several local, regional, and global reasons for this shift  in the gov-
erning logic toward peripheries as territories of poverty. One cannot ignore the 
spatiality of the civil war that resulted in expanded  sectarian- homogenous neigh-
borhoods. Aft er the end of the war, many such homogenized areas came under 
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the de- facto rule of the corresponding former militias turned  religious- political 
organizations. In this mapping, Beirut’s southern peripheries, for example, came 
to be seen as zones inhabited by Shiites and serviced by Hezbollah and Har-
aket Amal, the two main Shiite  religious- political organizations. Within this 
logic, the socioeconomic conditions of the “Shiite” peripheries are no longer 
relevant to the larger debate of development and  planning—as Mr. I said: it is 
“none of [the planner’s] business.” This not only applies to Beirut’s southern 
peripheries, but to all the other areas that are seen to be under the control of 
 religious- political organizations.24 Under these conditions, the questions of who 
is in need of development, what, where, and when are all under the discretion 
of the  religious- political organizations that are in control of the areas, and are 
no longer up for debate in the expert circles, as illustrated by the withdrawal 
of Mr. I and Mr. H from making any claims about resource redistribution or 
spatial justice.

The current shift  in focus from the spatiality of poverty to the spatiality of 
political and sectarian diff erence in Beirut has coincided with a global shift  
in the debate in discourses around planning, “community,” “identity,” and 
development. The global debate has moved from being about development, 
modernization, and the role of the welfare state in providing resources and 
distributive justice to a discussion on neoliberalization and postmodernism 
that has prevailed since the 1980s. Within the neoliberal and postmodern par-
adigm, the global production of architecture and planning knowledge shift ed 
from designing for “large- scale,  metropolitan- wide, technologically rational 
and effi  cient urban plans” to “a conception of the urban fabric as necessarily 
fragmented” (Harvey 1989: 66). The focus is now more on the well- being of 
self- defi ned “communities” that make their own “choices” about their lifestyles, 
leaving many of the disadvantaged and marginalized populations neglected 
in slums and squatter settlements. This has replaced to a certain extent the 
earlier obsession with overarching national, regional, and even urban social 
distributive schemes. This shift  has major repercussions on access, marginal-
ization, segregation, and urban citizenship that not only defi ne the geography 
of Beirut as a city in confl ict but urbanization across cities in the global North 
and global South.

In Beirut one can further argue that this shift  in the logic of governing 
the peripheries has fl ipped the prewar “formula” on development and plan-
ning: the practice of planning has replaced the question of development as 
the overarching framework through which to approach the organization of 
territories. Planning nowadays delineates zones and territories that delegate 
socioeconomic  development—within their  boundaries—to  religious- political 
organizations.
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Conclusion

Beirut’s geographies of the wars yet to come have transformed the city’s southern 
and southeastern peripheries into contested frontiers characterized by feverish 
urban growth and violent sectarian confl ict. These geographies do not produce 
territories of poverty per se. As a governing modality, the war yet to come instead 
yields patchworks of planned spaces that can provide aff ordable housing for 
low- income families but also have overlapping industrial and residential zones, 
towns where highways are never fi nished, and playgrounds that are never built. 
It is a governing logic that produces simultaneously poverty and lavishness, 
violence and marginality, profi t and neglect.

The case of Sahra Choueifat illustrates the signifi cant role of the practice of 
urban planning in shaping these contested geographies. Gutted of ideas and 
goals of development, urban planning in Beirut has become confi ned to the task 
of delineating zones. Within this spatial logic,  religious- political organizations 
have used planning, infrastructure provision, real estate, and housing markets 
to confi gure Beirut’s peripheries in their own interests through housing devel-
opments and service provision as well as through militarization, violence, and 
segregation formulated within their expected roles in the local and regional wars 
that are yet to come.

The spatial and temporal logics of the war yet to come has so far foreclosed 
the possibilities of urban politics outside the sectarian political order perpetu-
ated by the  religious- political organizations. The impossibility of proposing a 
diff erent future has rendered many a planner as mere technicians of the spatial 
logic of the wars yet to come. Also, the governing logic of the war yet to come 
has rendered questions of poverty alleviation, spatial justice, resource distribu-
tion, and job creation mostly irrelevant, raising questions about whether Beirut 
is post- poverty as a discourse through which to understand spatial injustices 
and act upon them.

Yet, these geographies are constantly being negotiated, reconfi gured, and 
reproduced, redefi ning in turn what poverty, peripheries, marginality, as well 
as “sectarianism” come to mean at each historical moment. It is within these 
unstable, continuously shift ing spatial logics that one can locate hope in what 
are otherwise dystopic geographies of the “war yet to come.”

Notes

1. Parts of this essay were published in Bou Akar 2012a. 
2. Interview January 30, 2010.
3. Interview April 2010.



284 • Hiba Bou Akar

4. On May 5, 2008, an amputated Lebanese government (aft er Hezbollah and its allies 
had resigned) announced that it had “discovered” a private, parallel telecommunication 
network operated by Hezbollah. It deemed the network illegal and announced that it 
would be removed. Hezbollah’s leader, Hassan Nasrallah, called the government’s decision 
a “declaration of war” against Hezbollah’s resistance to Israeli occupation. He claimed that 
the network was key to Hezbollah’s success in its resistance eff ort, and it was therefore 
Hezbollah’s “moral duty” to use its arms to defend the network to keep Lebanon protected 
from Israel’s incursions. As a result, on May 7, 2008, Hezbollah and allied paramilitary 
groups took over Beirut’s streets in a show of force, cordoning off  the airport, the house 
of government, and the homes of major political leaders. Within a few hours, Hezbollah 
announced that they were in full control of the city. Over the next fi ve days the fi ghting 
moved to Beirut’s peripheries and adjacent mountain villages, where the battles were 
mostly fought between Hezbollah and the Druze psp. The battles that took place in Sahra 
Choueifat and Choueifat were signifi cant in the unfolding of these violent events, which 
came to be commonly known as the “May 7 events.”

5. I conducted the fi rst phase of this research in 2004–5 for my master’s thesis on issues 
of war displacement and access to housing in postwar Beirut (Bou Akar 2005). Aft er the 
May 2008 violence, Sahra Choueifat was one of three sites where I examined the spatial 
production of Beirut’s peripheries as frontiers within the planned geographies of possible 
future local and regional confl icts (Bou Akar 2012b).

6. There are few offi  cial archives in Lebanon. Also, a national census has not been 
conducted since 1932. To compensate for that, in 1997 the Ministry of Social Aff airs and 
the United Nations Development Programme published a study on mapping the living 
conditions in Lebanon. 

7. Technically, the area now known as Hayy es- Selloum was also part of Sahra 
Choueifat. 

8. The Druze are a minority religious group in the Middle East. They live mainly in 
Lebanon, Syria, and Palestine/Israel. 

9. The relationship between the two Shiite militias (Haraket Amal and Hezbollah) 
and the Druze militia (the psp), changed many times during the civil war as local and 
regional geopolitics alliances and fault lines shift ed. These actors were allies at times, and 
enemies that fought notorious wars at many other times. 

10. For a more in- depth discussion on these spatial processes, see Bou Akar 2012a. 
11. For a more in- depth analysis, see Mona Fawaz’s (2004, 2008) work on Hayy es- 

Selloum.
12. For further discussion, see Bou Akar 2012b. 
13. Aft er the end of the Lebanese civil war, militias’ weapons were confi scated for the 

most part. The only entity that was able to keep its weapons was Hezbollah. Hezbollah 
had established itself as the primary armed resistance movement against the Israeli occu-
pation, and its existence was deemed necessary at a time in which Israel was occupying 
South Lebanon. In 2000 Israel withdrew from the south. However, Israel kept a few 
villages occupied and has since frequently violated Lebanese airspace, which provided 
justifi cation for Hezbollah to continue its resistance. Hezbollah argues that its resistance 
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tactics necessitate the ability to make military decisions without informing the Lebanese 
government and its army. Hezbollah’s ability to decide matters of war and peace has 
been heavily debated in the country, especially since the 2006 Israeli war on Lebanon, 
which followed a Hezbollah military operation against the Israeli army along Lebanon’s 
southern border.

14. The  short- lived sovereign union between Egypt and Syria (1958–61) resulted in 
the United Arab Republic. 

15. The fact that Lebanon was seen as the only “Christian” pro- Western country in the 
Middle East positioned it as plausible destination. 

16. The Church intervened in the debate on development in an eff ort to cool the 
boiling communist sentiments that were on the rise especially among the disadvantaged 
populations in developing countries. In 1966 Vatican II, in cooperation with the World 
Council of Churches, established the Committee on Society, Development, and Peace, 
which in turn organized the World Cooperation for Development conference in Beirut. 
The aim of the conference was to advise the churches on “economic and technical aspects 
of certain issues of grave interest to them and to the entire human family” (Mundy, Vat-
ican Commission on Peace and Freedom, and World Council of Churches 1969, ix). At 
the time, the economic problem was central to the church’s anxieties.

17. For a discussion on the slum clearance of Qarantina, see Verdeil 2008. 
18. Although the plan came to be commonly known as the Ecochard Plan, what was 

ultimately approved was modifi ed from Ecochard’s proposal. He ended up distancing 
himself it. 

19. This is due to the eminent domain law that still holds many plots in this area 
hostage to the Ecochard plan. Previously, there was no time frame for action. As a result, 
plots that were aff ected by the Ecochard plan in 1964 remain frozen in time. The new 
“eminent domain” law that was revised in 2006 (law 58, revised on December 8, 2006) 
limits to three years the time between when the government orders land acquisition 
for public use and the date it starts executing the acquisition process. The new law also 
limits the period of time between land acquisition and the date of starting the project to 
ten years. Aft er ten years, if the government does not start the project, the landowners 
can request to reacquire the plots. The new law might change this reality, but thus far, 
the law remains contested. 

20. This is also related to the historians who have been writing from this historical 
point of view—basically left ist and socialist  scholars—for whom uneven development 
has always been a central issue.

21. Many interviewees also mentioned the environment and issues of sustainability. 
These conversations might have been infl uenced by the current global moment where a 
signifi cant amount of foreign aid money to developing countries like Lebanon is chan-
neled toward ngos or projects that deal with environmental concerns.

22. In the process of forming Lebanese governments,  religious- political organizations 
always fi ght over what they call “service portfolios.” This is not a fi ght over diff erent vi-
sions of development but over ministries that are allocated large funds in the government 
budget or ones that could move large sums of money (such as the Ministry of Finance, 
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Energy and Water, Telecom, Public Works, etc.) that can be invested in certain areas to 
lure in voters (in contrast to the Ministry of Social Aff airs, for example, which does not 
have such funding). The Ministry of Public Works is the umbrella entity for most of the 
planning work in Lebanon (besides the Council for Development and Reconstruction) 
and is considered a key service portfolio.

23. This shift  in focus could be also be felt in the knowledge that is currently being 
produced about urbanism in Beirut (including this study). Besides a handful of urban 
scholars who still discuss poverty and informality in Beirut (such as Fawaz and Clerc), 
research on urban planning’s approach to poverty, the poor, and their “informal” spaces 
in Lebanon seems to have taken a back seat dominated by debates that are more focused 
on secterianism, infratsructure, luxiourious developments, and so forth.

24. For example, the development and planning of Shouf is decided for the most part 
by the psp, the development of Doha Aramoun is decided by the Sunni Future Movement, 
and the development of Jounieh is decided by the relevant Christian  religious- political 
organizations. 
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Gray Areas
The War on Poverty at Home and Abroad

Ananya Roy, Stuart Schrader and Emma Shaw Crane

Poverty abroad leads to unrest, to internal upheaval, to violence, and to 
the escalation of extremism. . . . It does the same within our own borders.
— Robert S. McNamara, August 23, 1966, Speech to the Veterans of 

Foreign Wars

In 1961 John K. Galbraith, then U.S. Ambassador to India, published an essay in 
Foreign Aff airs titled “A Positive Approach to Economic Aid.” In it, he argued, 
“clearly, economic development can occur only in a context of law and order, 
where persons and property are reasonably secure.” The statement is important 
on its own terms, but it is also signifi cant because it appears as an epigraph on a 
1961 summary of the Public Safety Program of the U.S. Agency for International 
Development (aid). The text begins: “In this simple statement Ambassador Gal-
braith has concisely identifi ed a truism which is so fundamental, it is frequently 
overlooked or neglected. At the same time he has indicated the basic rationale 
and purpose of the aid Public Safety Program.” In pencil at the top of the page, 
written by a high- ranking reviewer, it says “Summary wonderful” (No Author 
1961). The Public Safety Program’s template originated in occupied Japan; under 
President John F. Kennedy, it became the Offi  ce of Public Safety, as part of the 
newly organized aid, where it lasted until 1974. It extended training, logistical, 
and technical assistance to police and paramilitary forces in approximately forty 
countries across the global South for the prevention of subversion and revolu-
tion. It was, in essence, the key U.S. civilian organizer of counterinsurgency on 
a global scale.

This fragment from the archives of American government speaks to the cen-
tral proposition of this essay: the yoking of economic development and security 
in the context of the turbulent 1960s. The mandate of security was of course 
not new to the mission of foreign aid and development. Under President Harry 
Truman’s (1949) Point Four vision, American development interventions were 
described as “weaving a world fabric of international security and growing pros-
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perity.” But beginning in the early 1960s, this geopolitical concept had given way 
to a quite diff erent territorialization of security, one fundamentally concerned 
with the fate of cities and ultimately with a territorial unit that was to be the 
locus of programs of government: the community.

In this essay we study the emergence of poverty as both a domestic and 
an international public policy issue in the 1960s. We are interested in how the 
theme of poverty came to be closely linked to widespread anxieties about ra-
cialized violence in American cities and wars of insurgency in the global South. 
In particular, we examine one program: Gray Areas, an ambitious Ford Foun-
dation experiment of neighborhood intervention that was implemented in six 
metropolitan regions across the United States. Imagined as a comprehensive 
solution to juvenile delinquency and social disorder in urban neighborhoods 
of migration and racial transition, Gray Areas is a program of government, 
specifi cally designed to govern territories of poverty. We refer here to Rose and 
Miller’s (2010: 279) analysis of government as a “problematizing activity,” such 
that programs of government are elaborated around “diffi  culties and failures.” 
Programs of government, which consist of the exercise of political power beyond 
the state, as Rose and Miller (2010: 280) note, “provide a kind of intellectual 
machinery for government.” They render “the world thinkable.” In this sense, 
Gray Areas must also be understood as a theory of poverty, of poverty’s ongo-
ing problematization for intervention, and thus as the precursor to the War on 
Poverty and the invention of community of development as a fi eld of practice. 
As a theory of poverty, Gray Areas conjoined programs of government and 
“poor people’s movements.” We borrow the latter term from Piven and Clo-
ward’s (1977) classic text to indicate the social mobilizations that also shaped 
this historical conjuncture. From Alinsky’s community organizing to the rise of 
the Black Panther Party (bpp), Gray Areas and programs like it were shaped by 
the possibilities of radical action, as they also shaped, in turn, the horizons and 
imaginations of radical movements.

This essay also intervenes in the methodologies of poverty studies and its 
geographic jurisdictions. We place the Gray Areas program in a global context 
to reveal important interconnections between the wars on poverty at home and 
abroad. As Goldstein (2012: 3) argues, “Cold War doctrines of international 
development and modernization—with their abiding faith in the transforma-
tive power of economic growth and political democratization, as well as their 
anxieties about anticolonial insurrections and socialist  revolutions—were inti-
mately and increasingly associated with U.S. policy on domestic poverty during 
the thirty years following the Second World War.” Specifi cally, we demonstrate 
how American experiments with domestic pacifi cation were related to American 
counterinsurgency eff orts abroad, as they shared a focus on juvenile delinquency 
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as an intractable impediment to broader community uplift , which could not be 
alleviated with strictly coercive means. Gray Areas was one such experiment, 
and it was a progenitor of Great Society programming. But it also found echoes 
in programs like Robert McNamara’s Great Society program Project 100,000, 
aimed at young black men, many of whom would be sent to the battlefi elds of 
Vietnam. This program, like the ethos of “defensive modernization” later elab-
orated by McNamara at the World Bank (Ayres 1983), rearticulated foreign and 
domestic spheres, as well as security and  development—with community at the 
vertex of these articulations.

These global interconnections are of profound importance because they re-
veal the fundamental contradictions of American liberalism, especially its en-
counters with racial diff erence, and its eff orts to overcome the historical racial 
subjugation against which its conceptions of freedom and equality emerged. As 
O’Connor (2007: 2) notes on this project of liberalism, what was at stake was to 
“reconcile its incomplete commitments to racial justice and economic security 
with the global crusade against communism.” Project 100,000 amplifi es these 
struggles. Launched by McNamara under the auspices of the Department of 
Defense, this Great Society program was meant to resolve problems of racial 
disadvantage by inducting young black men otherwise rejected from the military 
draft . Thus, Daniel Patrick Moynihan (1966: 22), its key intellectual infl uence, 
described the program as the eff ort “to use the armed forces as a socializing 
experience for the poor—particularly the Southern poor—until somehow their 
environment begins turning out equal citizens.” If Martin Luther King Jr. had ar-
gued that the Great Society had been “shot down on the battlefi elds of Vietnam” 
(Carter 2009: 163), then Project 100,000 demonstrates how the two wars were 
co- constitutive. Indeed, the global imagination of political struggle in the 1960s 
was crucially about fi nding a vocabulary to characterize such entanglements and 
a mode of political action adequate to the problem: “Saigon and Harlem” thus 
came to be seen as “two fronts of the same war” (Phillips 2012: 218).

It is instructive to hold Gray Areas and Project 100,000 simultaneously in 
view. Together they suggest that such poverty programs must be understood not 
to emphasize strategies of discipline but instead to hone an apparatus of security. 
In his lectures on “Security, Territory, Population,” Foucault (2007: 20) argues 
that “whereas discipline structures a space . . . security will try to plan a milieu.” 
For Foucault (2007: 65) the shift  from “the safety of the Prince and his territory” 
to “the security of the population” is a shift  from “fi xing and demarcating the 
territory” to “allowing circulations to take place.” As Elden (2006: 2) argues, 
“while discipline operates through the enclosure and circumscription of space, 
security requires the opening up and release of spaces, to enable circulation and 
passage.” Above all, for Foucault (2007: 48), an “apparatus of security” pivots on 
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the idea of freedom, a freedom that comprises “no longer the exemptions and 
privileges attached to a person, but the possibility of movement, change of place, 
and processes of circulation of both people and things.” It is in this sense that 
the poverty programs of the 1960s, from Gray Areas to Project 100,000, must 
be seen not as strategies of containment and ghettoization but rather as projects 
of global liberalism concerned with the milieu of the times.

The term “milieu” is of course a recurring theme in Foucauldian thought. 
Osborne and Rose (1999: 740) present the modern city as a “milieu of liberal 
government”; the city is a “laboratory of conduct.” Rabinow (1989: 77) defi nes 
modern urbanism as “a normative project for the ordering of the social milieu.” 
But Rabinow is also attentive to the colonial practices implicated in the ordering 
of the social milieu. He notes how, in the late 19th century, the interlocutors of 
a science of milieu were also the interlocutors of a science of pacifi cation in the 
French colonies, including Vietnam. Milieu was that which could be altered and 
improved by human beings; it was also “no longer a preordained place, but sim-
ply the ‘between’ of two places, mi- lieu, a relational system without metaphysical 
grounding” (Rabinow 1989: 128). But it was at sites of colonial experimentation, 
such as Tonkin, that these concepts were put into place. “The truest sign of paci-
fi cation,” Rabinow (1989: 149) notes, was “the peaceful animation of roads and 
markets.” Several decades later, during the Vietnam War, the U.S. Department 
of Defense came to defi ne pacifi cation thus:

Pacifi cation is the military, political, economic, and social process of establishing 
or reestablishing local government responsive to and involving the participation of 
the people. It includes the provision of sustained, credible territorial security, the 
destruction of the enemy’s underground government, the assertion or re- assertion 
of political control and involvement of the people in government, and the initia-
tion of economic and social activity capable of self- sustenance and expansion. The 
economic element of pacifi cation includes the opening of roads and waterways, 
and the maintenance of lines of communication important to economic and mil-
itary activity. (United States Military Assistance Command, Vietnam 1968)

Put simply, it is not possible to understand Gray Areas or Project 100,000 with-
out acknowledging the histories of colonialism that shaped the possibilities of 
their present.

“A Threat Which May Overshadow Vietnam”

In 1966, as cities across America were convulsed in what came to be known as 
“ghetto revolts,” (Feagin and Hahn 1973; Sugrue 2008), the President’s Task Force 
on the Cities (1966: vii), chaired by Paul N. Ylvisaker, met to discuss the “spectre 
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of civil discontent and potential guerilla warfare . . . spreading over the land.” 
In his letter to President Johnson accompanying the Task Force report, Ylvisa-
ker argued that the urban crisis posed a “possible threat to our security which 
may too soon overshadow Vietnam.” The diagnosis presented by this 1966 Task 
Force on Cities was unambiguous: that the “overriding problem” of American 
cities was “segregation by race and income”; to overcome such “apartheid,” the 
report called for “integration” (President’s Task Force on the Cities 1966: i, 4). 
The specifi c recommendations, which were directed at both the “majority who 
are relatively content with their urban lot” and “restive and outspoken minori-
ties,” were oriented toward education, manpower development, and community 
action. In addition, there was a recommendation to increase federal funding 
for law enforcement. “The Federal share of this cost,” the Task Force estimated, 
“would be about $1.7 billion per year, or $30 per city resident (including poor 
and non- poor).” The Task Force (1966: 23) noted, “current expenditures in this 
area are eff ectively zero.” The Offi  ce of Law Enforcement Assistance, a precur-
sor to the Law Enforcement Assistance Administration that the 1968 Omnibus 
Crime Control and Safe Streets Act inaugurated, issued federal grants to state 
and municipal law- enforcement agencies totaling $20 million between 1966 and 
1969. The successor organization spent $63 million in its fi rst year of existence 
alone and in 1973 reached the annual expenditure level recommended by the 
Task Force.

But the concerns and recommendations of the 1966 Task Force on the Cities 
were not without precedent. By the time this task force convened, interven-
tions in the urban crisis were already well underway. The Community Action 
Program, established by the Economic Opportunity Act of 1964, had instituted 
the Community Action Agency. Organized around the principle of “maximum 
feasible participation” of poor people, these agencies were meant to be vehicles 
for community organizing and social mobilization. The most signifi cant precur-
sor to such programs, and more generally to the fi eld of ideas and practices that 
is community development, however, was the Gray Areas project of the Ford 
Foundation (see also O’Connor 1996). Conceptualized and led by Ylvisaker, the 
Gray Areas program was implemented through a series of community action 
grants to fi ve  cities—Oakland, Boston, Philadelphia, New Haven, and Washing-
ton, D.C.—as well as to the state of North Carolina. Lasting through the 1960s, 
the bulk of Gray Areas activities and funding disbursements took place between 
1961 and 1967. By 1965 the Ford Foundation had committed $26.5 million to Gray 
Areas (Halpern 1995: 89). This program, what Marris and Rein (1967: 28), termed 
“experimental community action,” was designed to preempt many of the urban 
problems that the 1966 Task Force set about to confront.

Gray Areas marks the confl uence of several lines of interest and debate. Of 
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these, fi ve must be highlighted. First, in sharp contrast to the 1966 Task Force, 
which had explicitly pinpointed “segregation by race and income” as the “over-
riding problem of American cities,” Gray Areas, as a theory of poverty, was 
haunted by what Halpern (1995: 90) has described as a “prohibition against 
dealing directly with race.” Instead, the somewhat ambiguous concept of a “gray 
area” took the place of more explicit race talk, though the chromatic references 
were not diffi  cult to parse:

The most familiar pattern of the “Gray Areas” on the American scene is the decay 
noticed fi rst in the near- downtown sections, centered usually around the rail-
road station or other main hubs of the old transportation systems, and spreading 
ring- like toward the boundaries of the central city and suburban fringe. Slums, 
skid- rows, etc. form a dark inner ring; from there out, the “gray” grows lighter but 
moves more swift ly as obsolescence of housing and industrial plant accelerates. 
(The Gray Areas 1963: 1)

Reminiscent of the Chicago School’s conceptualization of the city as composed 
of concentric zones (Park and Burgess 1925), this Ford Foundation description 
is strangely devoid of people and human activity. However, as O’Connor (1996: 
605) notes, a Gray Area was meant to be not only an urban zone between central 
business district and suburb but also a space of social transition, one in which the 
middle class was leaving and poor migrants were moving in rapidly. In Ylvisak-
er’s urban imagination these migrants included “Negroes from the rural South; 
mountain folk from the Ozarks and Appalachians; Puerto Ricans from their 
island villages” (O’Connor 1996: 606). Gray Areas were to be the sites of racial 
and cultural assimilation. Thus, the 1964 President’s Task Force on Metropolitan 
and Urban Problems (1964: 16) defi ned the task as: “to inject a new environment 
in the old gray areas, an environment in excess of some critical minimum mass, 
so as to the change the attitude of  middle- income groups toward the area.” In 
other words, Gray Areas were to be a milieu of social transformation.

Second, Gray Areas signaled a renovated approach to urban problems, a 
shift  from “physical” to “human problems in the city.” In particular, Ford Foun-
dation staff  conceptualized Gray Areas as “realistic and humane methods of 
handling the human problems involved” and thus as an alternative, and a re-
sponse, to urban renewal programs (Public Aff airs and Education 1961: 9, 11). 
A few years later, the 1964 President’s Task Force on Metropolitan and Urban 
Problems echoed such ideas. The report acknowledged the failures of urban 
renewal, and it called for the “local preparation of social renewal plans” and the 
“recapture of large residential gray areas” in order to combat “social problems” 
(President’s Task Force on Metropolitan and Urban Problems 1964: 8, 13–14). 
Norvel Smith, the coordinator of Oakland’s Interagency Project, charged with 
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the implementation of Gray Areas, described such an approach as “human en-
gineering,” the “renewal of people” rather than the “renewal of things” (Oakland 
Tribune, February 25, 1964).

Third, the “renewal of people” entailed specifi c methods of intervention. In-
deed, Moynihan (1970: 39) argued that “Ylvisaker had no program for social 
reform, only a method whereby local communities could evolve their own . . . 
community action.” Gray Areas was the fi rst instance of the social technology of 
community action, and was described as a prototype in this regard. As concep-
tualized by the Ford Foundation, grants were to be directed to private nonprofi t 
corporations that would implement community action. Working at the scale of 
the community, as Halpern (1995: 87) notes, was in keeping with  Alinsky- style 
direct action strategies, which had created “optimism about neighborhood and 
community politics among professional reformers.” But at the same time, as 
an “adjunct to government” (Magat 1979: 122), Gray Areas marked the eff ort to 
institutionalize community organizing, in particular by creating a set of me-
diating institutions that were meant to manage community action. A similar 
mandate guided the War on Poverty’s community development eff orts, such 
as the Community Action Program. Within only three years of opening their 
doors, these community action agencies, with their charge of “maximum feasible 
participation,” were seen as threatening by conservatives and even some liber-
als. By 1967 community action had given way to community development and 
“political organizing goals” had given way to “economic development activities” 
(de Fillipis 2012: 30). Refl ecting on the War on Poverty, Alinsky (1965: 42) noted 
that poverty funds were “used to suff ocate militant independent leadership and 
action organizations which have been arising to arm the poor with their share of 
power.” The story of Gray Areas in cities like Oakland is more complex, for the 
program became a platform for new formations of black radicalism. We return 
to this point later in this essay. However, it is fair to say that, in general, Gray 
Areas makes evident the deep- seated contradictions of community action as a 
program of government. As noted by Moynihan (1970: 42), Gray Areas was an 
uneasy articulation of “shaggy, inexact communitarian anarchism” and “a shiny, 
no- nonsense city- as- system, Robert S. McNamara style.”

Fourth, an important part of the method deployed by the Ford Foundation 
was that of experimentation: “There is considerable support for the notion of 
designing pilot communities and conducting grant and demonstration activities 
in these communities in order to achieve experiments of consistent and critical 
impact” (Public Aff airs and Education, 1961: 3). Indeed, by 1964 the idea of 
“demonstration cities” had become a part of the national policy vocabulary. The 
President’s Task Force on Metropolitan and Urban Problems (1964: vii) called 
for the creation of a demonstration city program in order to advance human 
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development. Thus, an article on the War on Poverty in the New Haven Regis-
ter presented Gray Areas as “pilot eff orts in the wedding of human renewal to 
urban  renewal—and in the blueprinting of the War on Poverty” (Byers 1966). 
Nowhere was this idea of experimentation stronger than in Oakland, the fi rst 
of the Gray Areas cities. The Ford Foundation found there what Regal (1967: 
6) described as a “laboratory to study various methods of social intervention.” 
Ford Foundation staff  rejoiced that within two months of the Gray Areas grant, 
“planners from around the country” were “fl ocking to Oakland to ‘touch the 
elephant’” (Public Aff airs and Education 1962: 2). We return to the laboratory 
that was Oakland below.

Finally, Gray Areas has its roots in the preoccupation of the Ford Foundation 
with the problem of juvenile delinquency. This problematization of juvenile 
delinquency is worth taking up in greater detail because it rather pointedly 
demonstrates the resonances and even connections between the wars on poverty 
at home and abroad.

The Milieu of Delinquency

By the mid- 1950s the Ford Foundation’s newly invigorated Public Aff airs staff  
was broadly interested in issues of juvenile delinquency,  inner- city school im-
provement, and urban governance. O’Connor (1996: 595) writes: “Informing 
these programs and linking them together was a sense that the city was in crisis, 
unable as a governing unit to cope with the twin threats of economic ‘obso-
lescence’ and neighborhood ‘blight’ brought on by industrial decentralization, 
 middle- class suburbanization, and the in- migration of poor minorities.” The 
foundation’s long- standing interest in schools and a new interest in the “hot” 
issue of juvenile delinquency led to Gray Areas, aft er it became clear during the 
Great Cities School Improvement programs, which preceded Gray Areas, that a 
broader, more comprehensive approach was necessary to address urban poverty.

In the mid- 1950s the Ford Foundation initially funded research that linked 
delinquency to dysfunctional family life, but the group later adopted a structural 
approach informed by the work of sociologists Richard Cloward and Lloyd Oh-
lin. Countering dominant ideas about the pathological and deviant individual 
in need of punishment and reform, Cloward and Ohlin (1960) argued that juve-
nile delinquency was the result of a lack of opportunity for the urban poor and 
should be addressed with comprehensive social programs. In 1961, the same year 
that Gray Areas began, the Ford Foundation gave $2 million to Mobilization for 
Youth, a project jointly run by the Henry Street Settlement and the Columbia 
School of Social Work and informed by Cloward and Ohlin’s opportunity theory. 
Mobilization for Youth, like Gray Areas, included a mandate for participation 
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from community members. But unlike Gray Areas, it went on to spark contro-
versy as participants and an increasingly militant staff  organized to challenge 
local bureaucracies and school offi  cials.

At the same time that juvenile delinquency was emerging as a problematized 
object for programs of government domestically, it became folded into the new 
security calculus of counterinsurgency. Meant to pacify populations as well as to 
animate economic development, counterinsurgency was a descendant of the mi-
lieu of pacifi cation that French colonialists sought to create in the late nineteenth 
century. The Kennedy administration in its fi rst year bolstered eff orts toward the 
investigation and development of remedies for insurgency in the Third World, 
as well as the expansion of ongoing police and paramilitary assistance in South-
east Asia. By 1962 counterinsurgency had become offi  cial U.S. policy across the 
civilian agencies with the issuance of a series of National Security Action Mem-
oranda by the Kennedy Administration, resulting in the formation of the Special 
Group (Counter- Insurgency) or sgci and the promulgation of the Overseas In-
ternal Defense Policy (oidp). That year also saw the inauguration of Gray Areas 
as well as the passage of the Juvenile Delinquency and Youth Off enses Control 
Act. The fi rst generation of scholars to study  Kennedy- era community action 
noted the dovetail between such poverty alleviation and the legislation aimed 
at juveniles (Kravitz and Kolodner 1969). The framework employed here, which 
holds together the foreign and the domestic in a single multiscalar analytic unit, 
however, reveals how the mixture of punitive policy and community develop-
ment at home resonated deeply with civic action as the key adjunct to police 
and paramilitary action for counterinsurgency overseas. Civic action consisted 
of “training and equipping of engineer units for public works type projects” and 
“assistance in the fi eld of vocational training,” plus “medical, public health or 
sanitation components” (Johnson 1963). In other words, at home and abroad, 
development was yoked to security. The threat to present and future security, 
the threat that even overshadowed Vietnam, was not just poverty; in the early 
1960s, it was embodied in the fi gure of the youth as delinquent.

Attorney General Robert Kennedy chaired the President’s Committee on Ju-
venile Delinquency and Youth Crime, which oversaw grants administered un-
der the pilot program inaugurated by the 1961 Juvenile Delinquency and Youth 
Off enses Control Act. Lloyd Ohlin and David Hackett, a former schoolmate 
of the attorney general, envisioned the program as comprehensive community 
 action—in the President’s words “a total attack upon the prevention and con-
trol of youth off enses” (Kennedy 1961)—modeled in part on Mobilization for 
Youth. A series of bills in 1968, 1971, and 1974 would extend federal legislation 
on juvenile delinquency. But Attorney General Kennedy’s determined stance 
toward the problem of juvenile delinquency was not to be hemmed in by the 
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territorial borders of the United States, as evidenced in documents from the 
sgci. Or, put another way, apparently unruly youth were found at home and 
abroad. Attending the counterinsurgency meetings at the behest of his brother, 
Robert Kennedy repeatedly, and with resolve and truculence, pushed the man-
date of fi nding methods to manage juvenile delinquency. Youth and students 
were prominent subjects of discussion; “youth programs” were of “vital im-
portance” to the “U.S. eff ort overseas” (Moody 1964: 2). The oidp noted that 
among the causes of insurgency were “a frustrated but articulate segment of 
the youth and intelligentsia (oft en  foreign- educated) which advocates radical 
solutions to speed modernization” (Department of State 1962: 7). In American 
cities, too, youth discontent was soon pinpointed as the cause of urban and 
suburban rioting (Feagin and Hahn 1973). In Oakland, the laboratory city of 
Gray Areas, the experiment with community development “grew out of the 
eff orts of the police chief to bring some coherence to public agency responses 
to escalating gang violence and the broader problems of juvenile delinquency” 
(Halpern 1995: 97).

The Laboratory City of Oakland

Oakland in the 1950s and 1960s was deeply segregated, and most of the city’s 
black population lived in the West Oakland ghetto (Self 2003: 51). The site of 
the fi rst black union in the country, West Oakland was an important political 
base for a generation of  civil- rights activists, black progressives, and community 
organizations. During and in the wake of World War II, black migrants from 
the South arrived to Oakland en masse, and though the overall population of 
Oakland decreased between 1950 and 1960, the black population nearly doubled 
(Self 2003: 160). Established racial boundaries were crossed and redrawn as black 
homeownership increased outside of West Oakland and white families moved 
to the suburbs. “In the 1960s,” said a resident, “you had this mass migration out 
of West Oakland to East Oakland. The whites were giving it up out there” (Self 
2003: 161). Racialized anxieties about urban decay, crisis, and blight were inti-
mately tied to the trope of migration, and migrants were imagined as culturally 
defi cient and as unassimilated into city life.

As neighborhoods and schools uneasily began to integrate, fear of juvenile 
 delinquents—imagined as angry young black men—increased. In 1957 there was 
a “potentially explosive  inter- racial confl ict” at Castlemont High School in East 
Oakland, and public offi  cials met and “agreed that individual agency eff orts at 
youth control were inadequate” (Regal 1967: 3). That meeting established an as-
sociation of agencies, including the city manager’s offi  ce, the police department, 
and the Oakland school district, with a mandate to control “problem youth” 
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through increased coordination and communication across  social- welfare, 
schooling, and penal institutions.

Impressed with this  multi- agency approach to juvenile delinquency, the Ford 
Foundation, led by Ylvisaker, selected Oakland as the fi rst Gray Areas city. The 
Gray Areas program in Oakland built directly on these previous eff orts to re-
form, manage, and punish delinquent youth. In December 1961 the Ford Foun-
dation awarded the city a $2 million grant, distributed over a two- year period. 
The Gray Areas program in Oakland exemplifi ed a twin concern with economic 
development and security, operationalized at the level of the community, and 
implemented through an array of programs that sought to engineer better citi-
zens. The project in Oakland was led by a group of well- established local leaders, 
including black professionals who formed strategic alliances with progressive 
organizations and organized for black representation in local government. The 
grant stipulations called for a citizen’s advisory board, which led City Manager 
Wayne Thompson to assemble a board of fi ft een elites, mostly local businessmen 
(Hayes 1972: 146).

The neighborhood selected for the Gray Areas program was Castlemont in 
East Oakland. Offi  cials chose Castlemont, according to the San Francisco Exam-
iner, because “this is a neighborhood with a variety of social problems, but it’s 
not a slum. Oakland offi  cials see Castlemont as an ideal area for  experiment—
because without help it could easily sag into new slums” (San Francisco Ex-
aminer, December 28, 1961). Indeed, the Ford Foundation had specifi ed that 
they preferred to work with “low income migrants rather than long- time slum 
dwellers” (Oakland Tribune, February 18, 1963). The fi rst goal of Gray Areas in 
Castlemont was to “reverse the process of social disorganization now charac-
teristic of many neighborhoods and which lies at the root of many pathological 
manifestations such as delinquent behavior, school failures, and neighborhood 
deterioration” (Regal 1967: 6). Gray Areas, named the Interagency Project in 
Oakland, sought to transform Castlemont and prevent further decay by fostering 
a milieu of integration, participation, and progress. The Gray Areas projects in-
cluded educational and recreational programs (language arts classes, integrated 
summer camp, aft erschool tutoring, a bike club for teenage boys, and new school 
librarians), increased coordination among penal institutions (including a pre-
trial release program and elementary school programs to preempt delinquent 
behavior), health and sanitation (visiting hygiene nurses, a study of breakfast 
eating habits, and a program for pregnant teenagers), and job training. “The 
primary unstated goal,” wrote the project’s principal evaluator, “was to create a 
new social awareness” (Regal 1967: 111).

The programming linked the infl uence of what it deemed positive, exogenous 
cultural infl uences, which had a  middle-  or  upper- class and white valence, to 
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the ability of those in the target areas to engage in industrious self- help and 
grab opportunity. Thus, an article in the Oakland Tribune about a Gray Areas 
project read: “25 mothers join quest for culture. Where does one fi nd 
culture? It might be most anywhere. At an airport, a museum, a rose garden. 
Perhaps even a television station. But how can parents who know so little about 
such things hope to help their children help themselves?” (Oakland Tribune, 
June 9, 1963). A nurse in one of the Gray Areas projects refl ected, “Our main 
job is to motivate people to be responsible for their own care” (Oakland Tribune, 
February 22, 1963).

As it made a particular slice of the world “thinkable” within the terms of 
American liberalism, Gray Areas in Oakland aimed to manage diff erence; to 
map, and thus make visible and reformable, black social reproduction; and to 
police young black men. Arguments categorizing the black migrant as urban 
pathogen; young black men as violent and ungovernable delinquents; cultural 
defi ciency as evidenced in the need for education, hygiene, job training; and 
 built- environment blight intertwined to frame the issue of poverty as a dilemma 
of “culturally disadvantaged” problem families who lacked opportunities and 
skills. The project sought to prevent racialized violence and to reform or police 
delinquent youth, but it was also more ambitious, for it sought to deal with the 
problems of urban dislocation and transformation and to deploy the idea of 
community as an antidote to the cultural defi ciencies of migration and juve-
nile delinquency. In particular, the project targeted unassimilated migrants. It 
was called “a special welcome mat for newcomers to the Castlemont section of 
the city” that sought to foster the “proper assimilation of new citizens into the 
community” (Oakland Tribune, December 28, 1961). Although the project was 
framed as an intervention specifi cally targeting new migrants, only 11 percent 
of the population in Castlemont were  newcomers—defi ned by the Health De-
partment as those who had moved within the previous ninety days. Newcomers 
were imagined as rural, southern, black, poorly educated, and unassimilated 
into city life, yet only 23 percent of the newcomers had arrived from outside of 
California. Less than half—43  percent—of newcomers were black, and they had 
a higher median income than white newcomers from within Alameda County 
(Regal 1967: 37).

A hopeful project, Gray Areas was ultimately founded on the belief that if people 
living in poverty in neighborhoods of transition could be given the skills to par-
ticipate in  middle- class life, they too could have access to boundless opportunity. 
But ultimately this required, as Galbraith (1961) had argued, that “persons and 
property are reasonably secure.” And so, in Oakland’s Gray Areas experiment, 
integration and punishment were essential elements of the same program of 
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government; the Recreation Department and California Youth Authority (cya) 
were intimate partners in this project of security. In this period, the cya created a 
“revolving door between juvenile prisons and society at large” for black youth as 
well as “a direct conduit to the adult prison system” through which many future 
members of the Black Panther Party passed. This experience of multifaceted, 
 state- sanctioned hostility crystallized the identity of “the lumpen” that came to 
be a focal point of the “new forms of politics and speech” the bpp developed to 
“counter the hostility” (Murch 2010: 67–68).

However, if Gray Areas in Oakland was a precursor to the federal War on 
Poverty and experimental community action, then it also exemplifi ed the con-
joining of programs of government and poor people’s movements. The project 
was fraught with severe contradictions and generated intense contestation. Here 
is a glimpse of these struggles.

With the federal Economic Opportunity Act of 1964—the inauguration of 
the War on  Poverty—the Gray Areas program in Oakland was converted into 
the Department of Human Resources. Oakland’s conservative white mayor, 
John Houlihan, handpicked the members of the Oakland Economic Devel-
opment Council (oedc), the mandated citizen participation board. Houlihan 
included nine members of his “black kitchen cabinet” (Smith 2004: 165) on the 
 twenty- fi ve- person board: members of Oakland’s powerful black middle class, 
attorneys, administrators, and  civil- rights leaders. In only the second meeting of 
oedc, black progressives leveraged the mandate for representation in the citizen 
participation board to lead a coup against Mayor Houlihan, replacing him as 
chairman with Judge Lionel Wilson, who in 1977 became the fi rst black mayor 
of Oakland, with a campaign managed by Elaine Brown, then chair of the bpp.

In compliance with the national mandate of “maximum feasible participa-
tion,” the oedc established Target Area Advisory Committees made up of cit-
izens from each of the four neighborhoods with community action programs. 
But by 1967, members of the Target Area Advisory Committees, mostly poor 
and black or Latino, became frustrated with  middle- class professionals who 
“defended their leadership of the poverty programs, despite their high incomes 
and residence outside the target areas, by referring to their own personal origins 
and memories of growing up in the ghetto” (Rhomberg 1997: 226). By citing 
political authenticity and legitimacy based on their own experiences, activists 
claimed that  middle- class oedc board members did not represent poor people 
and could not speak for them. They bypassed city government and went directly 
to the regional Offi  ce of Economic Opportunity, leveraging the stipulation for 
“maximum feasible participation” to gain a 51 percent majority on the board. 
For a moment at least, the Great Society poverty bureaucracy was transformed 
into a platform for poor people’s movements.
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But the reclaimed oedc also built on several of the central assumptions of 
the Gray Areas program. It called for citizen participation,  neighborhood- level 
interventions, and community control of institutions. What marked a break 
with Gray Areas programming was the rejection of penality as a method of 
managing and regulating territories of poverty. Within a month of winning 
the majority on the oedc, Target Area members outvoted governing and busi-
ness elites to call for a police review board to investigate and address police 
violence. This vote represented a fi rst victory for the new board, though the 
recently elected Republican mayor, John Reading, vetoed funding for the police 
review board (Hayes 1972: 154). The police review board battle, and contes-
tation over a new executive director of the oedc, led to a full rebellion from 
the poverty board. When the candidate for executive director endorsed by the 
Neighborhood Advisory Council activists and supported by the Oakland Black 
Caucus was passed over, the oedc severed their formal relationship with the 
City Manager’s Offi  ce to become the Oakland Economic Development Coun-
cil Incorporated ( oedcI)—a separate, autonomous organization. Though the 
mayor still appointed twelve public offi  cials to the  thirty- nine- member council, 
the poverty board now functionally belonged to activist community members, 
was independent of local city council supervision, and was accountable only to 
the regional and national Offi  ce of Economic Opportunity. In 1971 the mayor of 
Oakland appealed to then- California governor Ronald Reagan to veto funding 
for the “renegade, black  power- driven anathema” of the oedcI. He did, and the 
national Offi  ce of Economic Opportunity upheld the veto, which eliminated the 
poverty board (Self 2000: 778).

The battles in Oakland reveal the paradoxes of community action during 
the turbulent 1960s. Participation by community members in the Gray Areas 
program in Oakland began with a small, handpicked group of city elites. How-
ever, once transformed into the national directive for community action, fi rst 
 middle- class professionals and later poor people’s movements seized the man-
date of “maximum feasible participation,” thereby transforming the landscape 
of poverty politics in Oakland and leveraging poverty platforms to build polit-
ical power (Self 2000: 776). In particular, neighborhood activists rejected the 
programs of penality that had been entwined with programs of social service. 
Most striking is how Oakland’s poverty programs became platforms for diverse 
articulations of black power. First, progressive black leaders interested in inte-
gration craft ed strategic alliances with local government to build  middle- class 
black political organizations and increase black representation in poverty bu-
reaucracies. Later, with the militant oedcI and the parallel rise of the Black 
Panther Party, Oakland was more than an experiment in pacifi cation; it was 
also a site of contestation and struggle. In 1967 two former poverty workers 
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from the North Oakland Target Area Offi  ce, Huey P. Newton and Bobby Seale, 
founded the Black Panther Party for Self- Defense and organized black commu-
nities against brutal police. Like Ford Foundation offi  cials, the Black Panther 
Party announced that Oakland would be their demonstration city (Self 2000: 
769), the territory within which full control of community institutions could 
be assured.

A War on Two Fronts

In an account of the global reach of the Ford Foundation, Rosen (1985: 3) charts 
the transformation of the foundation from a “comparatively small local orga-
nization operating mainly in Michigan to the international organization it is 
today.” An important benchmark in this transformation was the Gaither Report. 
Issued by the foundation in 1949, it was concerned with “the tide of commu-
nism.” The foundation, the report argued, had to advance “the economic well- 
being of people everywhere” and had to do so because “their eventual well- being 
may prove essential to our security” (Rosen 1985: 3). Such ideas were further de-
veloped in projects and programs funded by the Ford Foundation. For example, 
at the Center for International Studies at mit, Max Millikan and Walt Rostow 
called for “a long- term program to promote sustained economic growth in the 
Free World” (Millikan and Rostow 1957: 126). A strain of their vision of mod-
ernization would be implemented a decade or so later by Rostow’s rival, Robert 
McNamara. Architect of U.S. warmaking in Vietnam, McNamara found a quite 
diff erent role for himself as president of the World Bank. Redefi ning security as 
human development, McNamara reoriented the World Bank around issues of 
poverty alleviation. Ayres (1983: 12) presents the McNamara World Bank as an 
institution seeking to create “social change short of cataclysmic revolution,” a 
phrase he borrows from Albert Hirschman. McNamara’s philosophy of “defen-
sive modernization,” Ayres (1983: 226) notes, was thus meant to create “political 
stability” while implementing social and economic change.

In their Cold War vision of modernization and security, Millikan and Rostow 
(1957: 149) argued that “the United States is now within sight of solutions to the 
range of issues which have dominated its political life since 1865.” For them, this 
included “social equity for the Negro, the provision of equal educational oppor-
tunity, the equitable distribution of income,” and so forth. They warned: “If we 
continue to devote our attention in the same proportion to domestic issues as 
in the past we run the danger of becoming a bore to ourselves and the world.” 
Needless to say, Millikan and Rostow were unduly sanguine about the state of 
social aff airs in America. More important, their statement obscured a crucial 
fact: that the war on poverty at home was entangled with the war abroad. A 
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poignant example of this articulation was the Great Society program McNamara 
oversaw, Project 100,000.

In a scathing critique of the emerging fi eld of community development, from 
Gray Areas to Community Action Agencies, Moynihan (1970: lvii) contrasted 
two approaches to poverty alleviation: one concerned with youth employment 
and the other concerned with community action. Describing the latter as “maxi-
mum feasible misunderstanding,” and thus expressing his disdain for the poverty 
bureaucracies of the Great Society, Moynihan clearly sided with the former. 
Moynihan’s insistence on youth employment as the solution for black poverty 
signaled his distinctive problematization of racial diff erence. Concerned with 
the cultural defi ciencies of the “Negro family,” Moynihan saw work as a means 
to cultural uplift .

Whereas Gray Areas, and the related debates about human problems in 
American cities, foregrounded the question of juvenile delinquency, the matter 
of youth employment came up in a quite diff erent arena of debate: that around 
military service. In a 1966 essay for the New Republic titled “Who Gets in the 
Army?” Moynihan (1966: 20) identifi ed military service as an “immensely potent 
instrument for education and occupational mobility” but noted that “the least 
educated, least mobile young men,” especially black men, were being excluded 
from the armed forces. Moynihan’s essay was a recitation of the fi ndings of the 
1964 President’s Task Force on Manpower Conservation. Titled “One- Third of a 
Nation,” the report drew attention to both “the critical increase in the number of 
unemployed youth” and the statistical observation that “fully a third of the age 
group does not meet the required standards of health and education” for military 
service. In the report’s cover letter to President Johnson, Secretary of Labor W. 
Willard Wirtz argued that these “young men have missed out on the American 
miracle.” Of course, more was at stake than youth employment. Moynihan, in 
particular, saw the armed forces not only as a remedy for unemployment but 
also as the induction of the “down- and- out Negro boy” into “the male, American 
society” (Carter 2009: 136). Military service was to be a  civil- rights program, 
righting the wrongs of racial discrimination. It was also to be the pedagogy of 
heteronormative masculinity, a solution for the problem of cultural defi ciency.

The surplus bodies who constituted “one- third of a nation” were a tangible 
reminder of the limits of the War on Poverty. Initially framed as an issue of 
labor, as a “human salvage program” (Starr 1973: 188), the problem was soon 
redefi ned as within the jurisdiction of the Department of Defense. In 1966, by-
passing congressional approval, McNamara rolled out the ambitious Project 
100,000, which was meant to induct previously rejected men into the military 
services (Drea 2011). Announced during a speech to the Veterans of Foreign 
Wars, McNamara framed Project 100,000 as a remedy for “America’s subterra-
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nean poor” (Laurence and Ramsberger 1991: 18). In keeping with the “defensive 
modernization” philosophy he was to outline a few years later as World Bank 
president, McNamara presented poverty as that which “endangered national 
security” (Phillips 2012: 200). Between 1966 and 1972 more than 354,000 “New 
Standards Men,” as they came to be called, were inducted into the military. They 
averaged twenty years of age; half came from the South; and 41 percent were 
“minorities” (Sellman 1990).

We do not intend here to undertake an evaluation of Project 100,000. Many 
have penned its indictments. A 1990 Congressional Hearing on the program 
posed the following questions: “Was Project 100,000 a legitimate Great Society 
social program? . . . Or was Project 100,000 a calculated, even cynical means to 
satisfy the manpower needs of the Armed Forces and, at the same time, lessen 
domestic opposition to the war in Vietnam?” (Evans 1990: 1–2). Stephen J. 
Smith, a former army draft ee and later captain of the Savannah, Georgia, police 
force, declared: “We tried to fi ght a war on two fronts in the  sixties—a war in 
Vietnam and a war on  poverty—and we lost both” (Laurence and Ramsberger 
1991: 139). Our work indicates that these framings fail to capture the logic of 
Project 100,000 as a program of liberal government. Project 100,000 was in-
tended to create “equal citizens” and it did so by sending disproportionately 
large numbers of poor men, many of them black, to combat in Vietnam. Based 
on the premise that war could be the “fi rst taste of integration into a white man’s 
work” for African American men (Purnell 1967: 8), Project 100,000 relied on 
McNamara’s promise of the armed forces as “the world’s largest educator of 
skilled men” (Baskir and Strauss 1978: 1966). That such a promise was belied 
by what was later discovered to be the impoverished fate of veterans (Laurence 
1990: 5) was irrelevant in the face of the  Moynihan- led myth of cultural uplift  
for young black men.

Great Society programs, and precursors like Gray Areas, had failed to ame-
liorate racial subjugation. Project 100,000 was yet another experiment to tackle 
the question of racial diff erence, this time in a manner that explicitly linked the 
war at home with that abroad. Those whose neighborhoods represented a threat 
greater than Vietnam were now strangely tethered to the battlefi elds of Viet-
nam. But it was also impossible to ignore, as the bureaucrats of Gray Areas and 
elected offi  cials of Oakland discovered, the no less international and multiscalar 
practices of freedom developed from racial subjugation. Antiwar petitions thus 
repeatedly drew attention to the struggle for freedom and equality in America: 
“We can write and ask our sons if they know what they are fi ghting for. If he 
answers Freedom, tell him that’s what we are fi ghting for here in Mississippi. And 
if he says Democracy, tell him the  truth—we don’t know anything about Com-
munism, Socialism, and all that, but we do know that Negroes have caught hell 
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right here under this American Democracy” (Phillips 2012: 242). Soon, Martin 
Luther King Jr. was expressing opposition to the war. He lamented that young 
black men “crippled by our society” were sent thousands of miles “to guarantee 
liberties in Southeast Asia which they had not found in southwest Georgia and 
east Harlem” (in Phillips 2012: 248).

It is worth noting that these critiques emerged in tandem with, not as a 
response to, Project 100,000. Put another way, as Project 100,000 was unfold-
ing, civil rights protesters sought to craft  a diff erent practice of integration and 
human freedoms, and in doing so they too the connected war abroad and op-
pression at home. Carter (2009: 138), for example, shows that the Student Non-
violent Coordinating Committee (sncc) was “the fi rst of the major civil rights 
organizations to come out against the war. The sncc resolution called on all 
Americans to do civil rights work ‘as an alternative to the draft .’” sncc chairman 
John Lewis’s statement read: “We believe that the United States Government 
has been deceptive in its claim of concern from the freedom of the Vietnamese 
people, just as the Government has been deceptive in claiming concern for the 
freedom of colored people. . . . We ask, where is the draft  for the freedom fi ght 
in the United States?” Note the date: January 6, 1966. Project 100,000 launched 
later that year.

We are arguing then that political struggle in the face of, and against, pro-
grams of pacifi cation also had a global imagination. Nikhil Pal Singh (2004) 
notes that the constitutive element of the black radical tradition in the twentieth 
century was its envisioning and practice of democratic equality, political uni-
versality, and freedom in excess of that available to racially subjugated peoples 
within the terms of liberal democracy. This practice generated universals that 
themselves were not bound by the territorial boundaries of the United States, 
but were both greater and smaller in scale than the nation. For example, the bpp 
articulated internationalism through a counterpublic sphere and travel abroad 
(including as exiles), as well as eff orts toward relations with nations otherwise 
unrecognized by the United States, including North Vietnam. Many interpre-
tations of the Panthers have remained bound by a methodological national-
ism that was simply not operative for these historical actors. It is an artifact of 
historiography, as well as of the Cold War meliorist liberal project, of which 
Moynihan and McNamara were a part, to construct black freedom struggles as 
consonant with U.S. democratic but anticommunist yearnings and American 
exceptionalism (Dudziak 2000). It is instead important to recognize the global 
reach and universal ethos of Black Panther claims. Nik Heynen (2009: 416) thus 
discerns a specifi cally geographic set of practices in the Panthers’ “revolutionary 
intercommunalism.” If Gray Areas had territorialized poverty in a milieu of 
intervention operationalized as community, then Panther leaders such as Huey 
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Newton later saw “community to exist not just in the local contexts of Oakland 
or Chicago” but instead as “collectives of people living in colonized ghettos” 
(Heynen 2009: 416). Heynen’s (2009: 419) analysis of the radical imagination 
that was the Black Panther Party’s “utopian multiscalar imaginary” is especially 
instructive. He notes that Newton in particular was trying to fi ght a spatial 
logic whereby “oppressed people were scattered through a dispersed collection 
of communities, each with its own set of institutions geared toward serving the 
people and facilitating social reproduction.” Gray Areas, as an expression of 
liberal government, was precisely such a spatial logic.

Provincializing the Great Society

In Ylvisaker’s personal fi les is a letter from a correspondent named Lester W. 
Nelson. Dated 1965, the letter credits Ylvisaker for his eff orts to deal with “people 
problems, particularly as they exist in urban life.” Nelson hails Ylvisaker for a 
“precocious wisdom” and argues that Great Society programs were no more than 
“lineal descendants” of Ylvisaker’s eff orts. Of Gray Areas, Nelson argues: “Had 
these insights been adequately recognized and given timely support, as should 
have been the case, one must believe that such catastrophic events as Watts and 
others might not have occurred, or had they developed, might have been far 
less severe” (Nelson 1965: 1). Nelson’s letter matches Ylvisaker’s own aspirations. 
In an oral history conducted in 1973, Ylvisaker presents Gray Areas and other 
Ford Foundation interventions as “experimental programs that would go into 
governmental programs” (Ylvisaker 1973: 28).

How then should we view Gray Areas and its lineal descendants? Did Gray 
Areas fail because of a lack of adequate recognition and timely support, as Yl-
visaker’s correspondent claims? Could the widespread application of the Gray 
Areas method have preempted Watts and other black rebellions by creating a 
milieu of pacifi cation and integration? In this essay, we have argued that Gray 
Areas must be understood not as success or failure but rather as a program of 
government fraught with the race and class anxieties of American liberalism. 
Ylvisaker presents the historical conjuncture at which Gray Areas was launched 
as being “right up against the confrontation of the old order and new” (Ylvi-
saker 1973: 24). In particular, Gray Areas was a delicate negotiation by liberal 
government of multiple power  structures—from emergent formations of black 
radicalism in cities such as Oakland to the corporatized and militarized power 
that was an integral part of the apparatus of security.

But Gray Areas was more than neutral language: it was a spatial logic. Man-
ifested in targets such as delinquent youth and urban migrants, Gray Areas 
sought to construct a milieu of intervention, of pacifi cation, and, more boldly, 
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of integration. The tumultuous 1960s were of course marked by these concerns 
about pacifi cation and integration. In 1964, the last year of the Gray Areas pro-
gram in Oakland before oedc programming began to subsume and replace 
it, the President’s Task Force on Metropolitan and Urban Problems (1964: 11) 
framed the urban problem of the day as that of “security,” arguing that such 
security hinged on the capacity to “break up urban Negro ghettos that in their 
present form inevitably encourage a high rate of juvenile delinquency and adult 
crime.” However, as both the story of community action in Oakland and that 
of the ambitions of Project 100,000 reveal, much more was at stake here than 
delinquent bodies to be redlined and quarantined. Each sought to remedy cul-
tural defi ciency with the liberal solution of opportunity; each sought to treat 
racial subjugation with the liberal solution of integration. That each sought to 
“neutralize” race rather than dismantle racial hierarchy speaks to the political 
openings and closures of the decade. The complexity of this historical moment, 
the anguish and incessant compromises of global liberals, are visible in this re-
fl ection provided by Ylvisaker as he describes his eff orts to reconcile the interests 
of the Ford Foundation’s trustees, including industrial magnate Stephen Bechtel, 
with the “militancy” of Black Power: “By this time militancy was beginning; the 
urban renewal projects which ‘establishment’ members (such as Bechtel and 
other Foundation trustees) were individually involved in, were being stopped 
because of the social veto that blacks and other urban minorities had imposed. 
So when we came in talking in terms that Bechtel and other trustees understood, 
we managed to duck the old embargoes” (Ylvisaker 1973: 23–24).

With such complexity in mind, we present, by way of conclusion, a coda to 
our reframing of the construction of community as a territorialized target for 
poverty alleviation. Specifi cally, we note an alternate genealogy of the term, 
“gray area.” In his description of gray areas as a “neutral language,” Ylvisaker 
credits the term to Raymond Vernon, who directed the Regional Planning As-
sociation’s New York Metropolitan Regional Study, and his interest in “the gray 
area developing between downtown and suburb” (Ylvisaker 1973: 23, O’Connor 
1996: 605). But we fi nd that the genealogy of the term stretches beyond the Ken-
nedy era. It goes back to an earlier Democratic administration and to foreign 
relations. A consummate Washington insider, Thomas K. Finletter, Secretary 
of the Air Force during President Truman’s second term, elaborated this usage. 
Finletter’s widely reviewed Cold War book, Power and Policy: U.S. Foreign Policy 
and Military Power in the Hydrogen Age, was published in 1954, just aft er the 
end of Truman’s presidency. In it, he depicted the swath of territory along “the 
long frontier between Freedom and Communism from Turkey on the west, and 
leading eastward through Iran, Afghanistan, Pakistan, India, Burma, Thailand, 
Malaya, Indonesia, Formosa, Korea, and Japan to the Western limit of nato 
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in the Aleutian chain” (Finletter 1954: 84–85) as an area that was “still neither 
ours nor the Communists’” (Graff  1955: 137). These lands composed the “Gray 
Areas” (Finletter 1954). As one reviewer summarized: “The United States does 
not want to become involved again in local wars . . . Moreover, Russia and China 
are not likely to resort to direct attack in the ‘Gray Areas,’ but will use indirect 
aggression, infi ltration, and subversion.” The reviewer dryly remarked, “Finletter 
actually has no solution to this problem” (Vandenbosch 1956: 135).

Nor would the United States develop that solution in subsequent 
 decades—other than the endlessly reinvented  carrot- and- stick admixture of 
 development- oriented enticements and coercive prevention of subversion and 
“indirect aggression.” Two of Finletter’s undersecretaries, John McCone and 
Roswell Gilpatric, would during the Kennedy administration become central 
fi gures in counterinsurgency planning, as cia Director and Deputy Secretary of 
Defense, respectively, as the United States did again become involved in “local 
wars.” It was the particular status of the “Gray Area” in the mind of policymakers 
that required counterinsurgency’s combinatorial approach: loyalties and alle-
giances of the populations in these territories were up for grabs, so to speak, 
and the task was to prevent infi ltration by those who would orient allegiances 
toward Beijing or Moscow and to provide evidence of how that allegiance to 
Washington, or to its proxy governments, was most benefi cial to the target pop-
ulation. A “Gray Area” would be shaded more starkly in one direction or the 
other by the territorialization of loyalty to the nation. We suggest that the “Gray 
Areas” metaphor functioned in similar fashion in the hands of liberal domestic 
policymakers. The loyalties of delinquent  youth—in territories of poverty, from 
Oakland to New Haven—were also in question. Our extended genealogy of the 
Gray Areas term is meant to “provincialize” the Great Society and its programs 
of government. Following Chakrabarty (2000), we hope to dislodge the War on 
Poverty from its securely American geographies and to make visible the global 
entanglements through which universals such as community and nation came 
to be articulated in the 1960s.

The historical sociologist Norbert Elias (1978: 48) described pacifi cation 
as the process by which a range of discrepant types of habitus was eliminated 
in order for a distinctly European bearing and way of being in the world as-
sociated with “civilization” to emerge. Of note, he cites Voltaire, who wrote 
that Louis XIV “succeeded ‘in making of a hitherto turbulent nation a peace-
ful people dangerous only to its enemies.’” For Elias, therefore, pacifi cation is 
a  nation- building process, in which operates a distinction between external 
enemies and internal misfi ts. The pacifi cation of the internal misfi ts is cru-
cial to the defeat of external enemies. When the French used this term to 
describe their eff orts in Indochina, the distinction was between those who 
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would be loyal to the colonial power and those who would not. The latter 
would be pacifi ed until they became loyal. In the hands of U.S. offi  cials, who 
were reluctant to adopt the term until 1966, the meaning shift ed slightly, as 
the  nation- building process had come into its own, and the United States did 
not deem itself to be fi ghting an external enemy. Instead, it was helping the 
South Vietnamese regime fi ght an external enemy, because the  nation- building 
process in South Vietnam was to be the creation of a liberal republic on the 
Euro- American model. Those loyal to South Vietnam were not the object of 
pacifi cation, nor were those considered hardcore loyalists of Ho Chi Minh, 
China, or the Soviet Union. The object was those who might be  swayed—those 
in a Gray Area. As the course of the war shift ed, as the  nation- building project 
in South Vietnam became more and more diffi  cult, and cities of the United 
States were afl ame, writes Paul Starr (1973: 186), “To an Administration trying 
to fi ght both a ground war in Asia and a war on poverty at home, it must have 
seemed a stroke of genius to fi ght one war with the other.” The internal misfi ts, 
made so through centuries of white supremacy, might be pacifi ed through 
the fi ght against external enemies, as Project 100,000 would have it. In other 
words, pacifi cation to build the South Vietnamese nation would be yoked, in 
vision, design, execution, and fate to the pacifi cation needed to suture what 
was understood by 1968 as a fatally divided nation, or the “two societies, one 
black, one white,” of the Kerner Commission’s lapidary declaration (National 
Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders 1968).

As a glimpse of such projects of pacifi cation, Gray Areas is both a program of 
government and a metaphor. We have repurposed the metaphor of Gray Areas 
to analyze key tropes and practices that traversed the North–South divide in 
the fi eld of poverty, security, and development during the 1960s. Gray Areas, 
then, is a hinge of history, a moment of great ambivalence as questions of race 
and revolution were tackled in the interlude between the American New Deal 
and global neoliberalism.
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Spatializing Citizenship and 
the Informal Public

Teddy Cruz

Rethinking the Public: From a “Free” to an Urgent Imagination

It is obvious by now that the celebrated metropolitan explosion of the recent 
economic boom also produced a dramatic project of marginalization. This 
has resulted in the unprecedented growth of slums surrounding major urban 
centers, increasing the urban confl icts of an uneven development. This urban 
asymmetry at the center of today’s socioeconomic crises also brought with it the 
incremental erosion of a public imagination, as many governments around the 
world enabled the encroachment of the private into the public.

Our conversation must begin then with the obvious: The public is collapsing 
as an ideal within a political climate still driven by inequality, institutional un-
accountability, and economic austerity. This is true not only for the American 
context in which I write, but in the countless sites across the world that have 
ascribed to and reproduced the neoliberal myth of a public–private schism. In 
other words, as the longevity of the top- down public  welfare- state paradigm is 
in question today, we need urgently to search for alternatives, and seek a more 
functional manifestation of public thinking and action at “other” scales and 
within  community- based dynamics: a  bottom- up public? We must ask diff erent 
questions if we want diff erent answers. This is why one of most relevant and 
critical challenges in our time is the problem of how we are to restore the ethical 
imperative among individuals, collectives, and institutions to coproduce the 
city, as well as new models of cohabitation and coexistence in the anticipation 
of socioeconomic inclusion.

Rethinking the public cannot begin without exposing the controversies and 
confl icts that defi ne the present moment’s unprecedented socioeconomic in-
equality. In fact, decoupling the public from the imperative of socioeconomic 
equity only risks romanticizing our notions of the public, perpetuating the de-
politicization of this urgent topic from our artistic fi elds and their practices. As a 
point of departure, this is a political project that contemporary architectural and 
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artistic practices must engage. Today, as urban designers, we cannot begin any 
conversation about the future of the megacity without critically understanding 
the conditions that have produced the present crisis.

Since the early 1980s, with the ascendance of neoliberal economic policies 
based on the deregulation and privatization of public resources, we have wit-
nessed how an unchecked culture of individual and corporate greed has yielded 
unprecedented income inequality and social disparity. This new period of in-
stitutional unaccountability and illegality has been framed politically by the 
erroneous idea that democracy is the “right to be left  alone,” a private dream 
devoid of social responsibility. But the mythology of this version of free- market 
“trickle down economics,” assuring the public that if we forgive the wealthy their 
taxes all of us will benefi t and one day become as rich, has been proven wrong 
by such undeniable evidence as political economists Saez and Piketty (2013: 1) 
have brought to light. They have noted that during both the Great Depression 
of 1929 and today’s economic doldrums, we fi nd both the largest socioeconomic 
inequality and the lowest marginal taxation of the wealthy. These are instances 
when the shift  of resources from the many to the very few has exerted the great-
est violence to our public institutions and our social economy. The polarization 
of wealth and poverty in the last decades has been a direct result of the polar-
ization of public and private resources, and this has had dramatic implications 
in the construction of the contemporary city and the uneven growth that has 
radically increased territories of poverty.

 This hijacking of the public by the private has in fact been mobilized by a 
powerful elite of individual and corporate wealth, who in the name of free- 
market economic policies has enjoyed the endorsement of federal and municipal 
governments to deregulate and privatize public resources and spaces of the city. 
This has prompted many planning and economic development offi  ces to “un-
plug” from communities and neighborhoods at the margins of the predictable 
zones of economic investment, resulting in the uneven urban development that 
has characterized many cities in the world, from Istanbul to New York City. This 
retreat of the institutions of governance from public investment has resulted also 
in the erosion of public participation in the urban political process, as many 
communities aff ected by this public withdrawal have not been meaningfully 
involved in the planning processes behind these urban transformations, nor 
benefi ted from the municipal and private profi ts they engendered.

An argument can be made, however, that broad, structural political and social 
changes are possible. Such changes have occurred in certain moments in history, 
when the instruments of urban development were primarily driven by an in-
vestment in the public; two examples are the emergence of the New Deal in the 
United States aft er the 1929 economic crisis and the postwar Social Democratic 
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urban politics in Europe, and so forth. But today’s crisis and its conditions are 
exponentially more complex, as the consolidation of exclusionary power is not 
only economic but also political, driven by one of the largest corporate lobbying 
machines in history, which has subordinated collective responsibility to serve 
individual interests, dramatically changing the terms by polarizing institutions 
and publics, wealth and power, and misallocating natural, social and fi nancial 
resources in unprecedented ways.

It is necessary, then, for the political specifi city shaping the institutional 
mechanisms that have endorsed this uneven urban development to be the cat-
alyst for design today. In other words, the critical knowledge of the very con-
ditions that produced the global crisis should be the material for architects in 
our time, making urban confl ict the most important creative tool to reimagine 
the city today. Without altering the exclusionary policies that have decimated a 
civic imagination in the fi rst place, architecture will remain a decorative tool to 
camoufl age the neoconservative politics and economics of urban development 
that have eroded the primacy of public infrastructure worldwide. It has been 
disheartening, for example, to witness how the world’s architectural intelligen-
tsia—supported by the strong economy of the last  years—fl ocked en masse 
to the United Arab Emirates and China to help build the dream castles that 
would catapult these enclaves of wealth to positions of global epicenters of urban 
development. However, other than a few architectural interventions by high- 
profi le protagonists whose images have been disseminated widely, no major 
ideas were advanced there to resolve the major problems of urbanization today, 
which are grounded in the inability of institutions of urban development to more 
meaningfully engage urban informality, socioeconomic inequity, environmental 
degradation, lack of aff ordable housing, inclusive public infrastructure, and civic 
participation.

In the context of these shift s, we are paralyzed across sectors, silently witness-
ing the consolidation of the most blatant politics of unaccountability, the shrink-
age of social and public institutions and not one single proposal or action that 
can suggest a diff erent approach, diff erent arrangements. So, before economic 
and environmental, ours is primarily a cultural crisis resulting in the inability of 
institutions to question their ways of thinking, their exclusionary policies, the 
rigidity of their own protocols and silos. How are we to reorganize as artists, 
architects, and communities to perform a more eff ective project that can enable 
institutional transformation? I emphasize eff ective project because what we need 
is a more functional set of operations that can reconnect our artistic practices 
and academic research to the urgency of the everyday embedded in the crisis of 
urbanization in order to produce new housing paradigms, other modes of socio-
economic sustainability, and conceptions of public space and infrastructure, as 
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well as a new poverty scholarship and practice. At this moment this means that 
our work needs to complicate itself by infi ltrating existing institutional protocols, 
negotiating modest alterations, and being persuasive enough to transform top- 
down urban policy and economy.

In fact, one primary site of artistic intervention today is in the widening gap 
between institutions of knowledge and the public. How to mobilize a new inter-
face between the specialized knowledge of institutions and the  community- based 
knowledge embedded in marginalized neighborhoods? It is through this meet-
ing of knowledges that we can we instigate a new civic imagination. But this can-
not occur without also intervening in our own practices and research protocols.

On one hand, we must question the role of architecture and urban planning, 
art and the humanities in engaging the major problems of urban development 
today, as well as the social and political sciences, and their obsession with quan-
tifi ed data as the only way to measure social inequity without giving us any 
qualitative way out of the problem. In other words, it is not enough only to reveal 
the socioeconomic histories and injustices that have produced these crises, but 
it is essential that theory and practice become instruments to construct specifi c 
strategies for transcending them; it is not enough for architecture and urban 
planning to camoufl age, with  hyper- aesthetics and forms of beautifi cation, the 
exclusionary politics and economics of urban development; at this moment, it 
is not buildings but the fundamental reorganization of socioeconomic relations 
that must ground the expansion of democratization and urbanization. In the 
same manner, it is not enough for social and political sciences to only “mea-
sure” and expose the institutional mechanisms that have produced territories of 
 poverty—important though that element is—but it is essential that they com-
municate these measurements to those who can make use of them, and work 
with communities to develop policy proposals and  counter- urban development 
strategies, helping us to reimagine how the surplus value of urbanization can be 
redirected to sites of marginalization.

What this suggests is a double project, one that exposes the institutional 
mechanisms that have systematically and through oft en overtly racist and na-
tionalist policies produced the stigmas, and the political and economic forces 
that perpetuate marginalization; it is also one that simultaneously intervenes 
in the gap between top- down resources and  bottom- up agency, avoiding the 
trap of static victimization that has prevented the increase of capacity within 
marginalized communities for political agency.

But the formation of new platforms of engagement in our creative fi elds can 
only be made possible with a sense of urgency that pushes us to rethink our very 
procedures. The need for expanded modes of artistic practice, pedagogy, and 
research, which, connected to new sites of investigation and collaboration, can 
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generate new conceptions of cultural and economic production, as well as the 
reorganization of social relations, seems more urgent than ever.

From Critical Distance to Critical Proximity: Radicalizing the Particular, 
from the Ambiguity of the Public to the Specifi city of Rights

This double project of research and action must dwell within the specifi city of 
these urban confl icts, exposing the particularity of hidden institutional histo-
ries, revealing the missing information that can enable us to think politically 
and piece together a more accurate, anticipatory urban research and design 
intervention. It is in fact at the collision between the top down and the bottom 
up where a new urban political economy can emerge.

It is at this juncture of abstraction and specifi city where the revision of 
our own artistic procedures must take place. The same ideological divide that 
permeates politics is also found in art and architecture’s ongoing debates. On 
one hand, we fi nd those who continue to defend art and architecture as a self- 
referential project of apolitical formalism, made of  hyper- aesthetics for the sake 
of aesthetics, which continues to press the notion of the  avant- garde as an au-
tonomous project, “needing” a critical distance from the institutions to operate 
critically in the research of experimental form. On the other hand, we fi nd those 
who need to step out of this isolationism in order to engage the sociopolitical 
and - economic domains that have remained peripheral to the specializations of 
art and architecture, questioning our professions’ powerlessness in the context 
of the world’s most pressing current crises.

These emerging latter practices seek, instead, for a project of radical proximity 
to the institutions, encroaching into them to transform them from the inside 
out. Such infi ltration allows us to produce new aesthetic categories that can 
problematize the relationship of the social, the political, and the formal, ques-
tioning our own creative fi elds’ unconditional love aff air, in recent years, with a 
system of economic excess that was needed to legitimize artistic isolationism and 
irrelevance. How to reconnect artistic experimentation and social responsibility, 
a major aspiration of the historic  avant- garde, must be the central question in 
today’s debate.

What is being sought then are expanded modes of practice, engaging an 
equally expanded defi nition of the public, where architects are responsible for 
imagining counter spatial procedures, where architects are responsible for creat-
ing political and economic structures that can produce new modes of sociability 
and encounter. Without altering the exclusionary policies that have produced the 
current crises in the fi rst place, our professions will continue to be subordinated 
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to the visionless and homogeneous environments defi ned by the  bottom- line 
urbanism of the developer’s spreadsheet and the neoconservative politics and 
economics of a  hyper- individualistic ownership society.

It has been said, for example, that the Civil Rights movement in the United 
States began on a bus. A small act trickling up into the collective’s awareness: 
When Rosa Parks sat where she did not belong, the bus was public but it was 
not accessible to all. While public transport at that time was labeled public it 
was hugely exclusionary, ridden with inequality. This resonates with the collision 
between our abstract notions of the “public” and the specifi c reality of economic 
inequality on the ground today. For this reason it is necessary to move from 
the neutrality of the term public in our political debate at this moment in order 
to arrive at the specifi city of rights, the rights to the city, to the neighborhood.

What is needed is a more critical role for design to encroach into the frag-
mented and discriminatory policies and economics that have that have produced 
these collisions in the fi rst place. Artists and architects have a role in conceptual-
izing of such new protocols. In other words, it is the construction of the political 
itself that is at stake here: not just political art or architecture. This opens up 
the idea that architects and artists, besides being researchers and designers of 
form, buildings and objects, can be designers of political processes, alternative 
economic models, and collaborations across institutions and jurisdictions to 
ensure accessibility and socioeconomic justice. This means we need to expand 
forms of practice, through which design takes a less protagonist role, via small, 
incremental acts of alteration of existing urban fabrics and regulation to mobilize 
counter propositions to the privatization of public domain and infrastructure. 
The most radical intervention in our time can emerge from specifi c,  bottom- up 
urban and regulatory alterations, modest in nature, but with enough resolution 
and assurance to trickle up to transform top- down institutional structures. And 
this is the reason, I maintain, that this project of rethinking public space today 
is not primarily an architectural or artistic project but a political one, a project 
that architects and artists can mobilize.

This new political project must also mobilize  cross- sector institutions to con-
front socioeconomic inequality, seeking to elevate marginalized communities 
not only as sites of stigmatization, alienation and control, but primarily as sites 
of activism and praxis. In this context, the most relevant new urban practices 
and projects moving socioeconomic inclusion forward will emerge from sites of 
confl ict and territories of poverty, where citizens themselves, pressed by socio-
economic injustice, are pushed to imagine alternative arrangements. It is on the 
periphery, where conditions of social emergency are transforming our ways of 
thinking about urban matters and matters of concern about the city.
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Cross- Border Neighborhoods as Sites of Cultural 
Production: The Informal as Praxis, the Informal Public

These questions have framed my thinking during the years that I have been re-
searching the Tijuana–San Diego border region. It is here where one can directly 
witness how the incremental hardening of the border wall and the apparatus 
of surveillance behind it has occurred in tandem with the hardening of urban 
legislation toward the public, deepening the erosion of social institutions, bar-
ricading public space, and dividing communities. In other words, the protec-
tionist strategies of the last decades, fueled by paranoia and greed, have defi ned 
a radically conservative social agenda of exclusion that threatens to dominate 
public legislation in the years to come. It is at this juncture, in the context of this 
sociocultural closure and the incremental privatization and erosion of public 
culture worldwide, where marginalization gets specifi c.

For more than a decade, I have been working and investigating critical issues 
of housing and urbanism that emerge from the observation of the many commu-
nities that fl ank the U.S.–Mexico border. In contrast to the generic “global city,” 
which in recent years became the focus of an urbanization of consumption, local 
neighborhoods in the margins of such centers of economic power remained sites 
of cultural production. These are peripheral communities where new economies 
are emerging and new social, cultural and environmental confi gurations are 
taking place as catalysts to produce alternative urban policies aimed at a more 
inclusive social sustainability, giving the local a more critical role in rethinking 
global dynamics.

My  research- based architecture practice has oscillated from the scale of the 
global border to the border neighborhood. Aft er 9/11, I devised the Political 
Equator as a visual diagram: Considering the Tijuana–San Diego border as a 
point of departure. The Political Equator traces an imaginary line along the U.S.–
Mexico border and extends it directly across the world atlas, forming a corridor 
of global confl ict between the 30 and 36 degrees north. Along this imaginary 
border encircling the globe lie some of the world’s most contested thresholds 
including the U.S.–Mexico border at Tijuana/San Diego, the most intensifi ed 
portal for immigration from Latin America to the United States; the Strait of 
Gibraltar, where waves of migration fl ow from North Africa into Europe; and 
the Israeli–Palestinian border that divides the Middle East.

 This global border, forming a necklace through some of the most contested 
checkpoints in the world and emblematic of hemispheric divisions between 
wealth and poverty, is ultimately not a “fl at line” but a critical threshold that 
bends, fragments and stretches in order to reveal other sites of confl ict world-
wide. Across the world, invisible  trans- hemispheric sociopolitical, economic, 
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and environmental dynamics are manifested at regional and local scales. The 
Political Equator, then, has been my point of entry into many of these radical 
localities, distributed across the continents, arguing that some of the most rele-
vant projects advancing socioeconomic inclusion will emerge from confronting 
the confl icts between geopolitical borders, natural resources, and marginalized 
communities.

Ultimately, the forces of division and control produced by these global zones 
of confl ict are amplifi ed, physically inscribed and manifested in particular crit-
ical geographies such as the San Diego–Tijuana border territory, producing, in 
turn, local zones of confl ict. It is in the midst of many of these metropolitan and 
territorial sites of confl ict where new practices of intervention and new forms of 
“applied research” will engage more meaningfully the spatial, territorial, and en-
vironmental conditions across critical thresholds, whether global border zones 
or the local sectors of confl ict generated by discriminating politics of zoning and 
economic development in the contemporary city.

At no other international juncture in the world one can fi nd some of the 
wealthiest real estate, such as that found in the edges of San Diego’s sprawl, barely 
twenty minutes away from some of the poorest settlements in Latin America, 
manifested by the many slums that dot the new periphery of Tijuana. These 
two diff erent types of suburbs are emblematic of the incremental division of the 
contemporary city and the territory between enclaves of mega wealth and the 
rings of poverty that surround them.

This has led to a primary focus on the micro scale of the border neighbor-
hood; which I propose as the urban laboratory of our time. The diff erent kinds of 
power at play across the most traffi  cked checkpoint in the world have provoked 
the small border neighborhoods that surround it to construct socioeconomic 
practices of adaptation and resiliency in order to transgress imposed political 
and economic forces, pointing at other ways of constructing city, other ways of 
constructing citizenship. A community is always in dialogue with its immediate 
social and ecological  environment—this is what defi nes its political nature. But 
when this relationship is disrupted and its productive capacity splintered by 
the very way in which jurisdictional power is instituted, it is necessary to fi nd a 
means of recuperating its agency.

This agency and activism can be found in informal urbanization, which I see 
not only as an image of institutional alienation and poverty exploitation; but as a 
set of practices, a set of every day procedures that enable communities to nego-
tiate time, space, boundaries and resources in conditions of emergency. We can 
learn from these urban processes in order to reimagine the meaning of public 
infrastructure in the offi  cial city and to mobilize new forms of accountability 
from the institutions of planning and private industry, as well to engage these 
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communities as agents capable of challenging their exploitation by emergent 
models of fi nancialization masqueraded as inclusive and ethical.

In this context, one of the most important issues underlying my research has 
been to produce new conceptions and interpretations of the informal. Instead 
of a fi xed image, I see the informal as a functional set of urban operations that 
allow the transgression of imposed political boundaries and top down economic 
models. I am interested in a practice of translation of the actual operative proce-
dures behind informal settlements into new tactics of urban intervention. I see 
the informal not as a noun but as a verb that explodes traditional notions of site 
specifi city and context into a more complex system of hidden socioeconomic 
exchanges. Primarily, because of my work in marginal neighborhoods in San 
Diego and Tijuana, I see the informal as the starting point of a new interpretation 
of community and citizenship, understanding the informal not as an aesthetic 
category but as praxis. This is the reason I am interested in the emergent urban 
confi gurations produced out of social emergency, and the performative role of 
individuals constructing their own spaces.

 In recent years, I have been visualizing the many invisible informal 
 trans- border fl ows, which are physically manifested by the informal land use 
patterns and economies produced by migrant workers fl owing north from Ti-
juana into San Diego, and by “infrastructural waste” moving south to construct 
an insurgent,  cross- border urbanism of emergency in Tijuana. This suggests a 
double urbanism of retrofi t by which the recycling of fragments, resources and 
situations from these two cities can allow new ways of conceptualizing housing 
and density:

SCENARIO 1. 

NORTH TO SOUTH SUBURBS MADE OF WASTE: 

SAN DIEGO’S LEVITTOWNS ARE RECYCLED INTO TIJUANA’S SLUMS

My research in this city has been studying the relationship of informal settle-
ments, emergency housing and the politics of cheap labor, as maquiladoras 
(nafta factories) settle in the midst of these slums. The periphery of Tijuana is 
dotted with slums, which build themselves with the urban waste of San Diego. 
This waste fl ows  south- bound to construct an urbanism of emergency, as one 
city recycles the “left  over” of the other into a sort of “second hand” urbanization.

I am referring to the postwar bungalows that have been part of the older 
rings of suburbanization in Southern California and are being recycled into the 
slums of Tijuana. These small houses are moved physically across the border as 
developers in the United States have recently begun to give them away to Mex-
ican speculators in order to replace them with new and larger McMansions. So, 
not only people cross the border but entire chunks of one city move to the next. 



FIGURE 5. North–south/south–north invisible  trans- border fl ows are physically manifested in one direction 
by an urbanization of adaptation, as informal densities and economies produced by migrant workers fl owing 
north transform San Diego neighborhoods; and by “infrastructural waste,” in the opposite direction, as 
Tijuana’s slums recycle the urban “left overs” of San Diego to construct emergency housing. 
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When these houses are moved into Mexico, they are put on top of steel frames, 
leaving the fi rst fl oor open to become the second, to be fi lled through time with 
a small business or an addition to the house, setting into motion an incremental 
layering of  small- scale spaces and economies.

This recycling process does not only include houses, but a variety of small 
urban debris come into play—that is, standard framing, joists, connectors, ply-
wood, aluminum windows, garage doors. Once in Tijuana’s informal neigh-
borhoods these parts are reassembled by people into fresh scenarios, creating a 
housing urbanism made of fragments. Recycled rubber tires, for example, are 
used to construct retaining walls; but in the context of social emergency and 
housing shortage, people in these informal settlements have fi gured out how 
to strip the tires, how to thread them and interlock them to produce a more 
functional retaining wall. Also, the garage doors from the older subdivisions of 
Southern California are imported en masse into the slums of Tijuana, becoming 
the new structural walls for emergency housing in these informal settlements.

It is undeniable that these slums have erupted as the underbelly of exclu-
sionary global neoliberal economic policies that have turned cities like Tijuana 
into tax- free manufacturing heavens. In other words, Tijuana is one of those 
global zones of exception where multinationals set up shop to take advantage 
of cheap labor, and where they can avoid any sort of regulation against human 
exploitation and environmental degradation. Yet, these slums are also intensive 
urbanizations of juxtaposition, emblematic of how Tijuana’s informal commu-
nities are growing faster than the urban cores they surround, creating a diff erent 
set of rules for development, and blurring the distinctions between the urban, 
suburban and the rural. How to intervene in these environments and with their 
communities? Beyond the static logics of the institutions of charity that generally 
muddle the distinctions between resistance and complicity, the applied academic 
research that only  treats—at a  distance—these communities as subjects to be 
“randomized” and “assessed,” and the indiff erence of governments and private 
industries that have allied themselves in the further marginalization of these 
neighborhoods.

Tijuana Project: Manufactured Sites
While for architects it is compelling to witness the creative intelligence and 
entrepreneurship embedded in these communities, we must ensure that by ele-
vating this creativity, we do not simultaneously send a message to governments 
and other sources of economic support that because these communities are 
so “entrepreneurial” they are capable of sustaining themselves without public 
support and that institutions, across sectors, can ethically unplug from these 
precarious environments. Or, in more specifi c terms, that it is not enough to 
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simply give property titles to slum dwellers to incorporate them into the offi  cial 
 economy—as Peruvian economist Hernando de Soto (2000) pointed out years 
ago—without the social protection mechanisms that can guarantee environmen-
tal and social justice (2). Otherwise, we risk perpetuating these environments as 
laboratories of neoliberal economic tinkering, based on individuals improving 
and selling their own parcels as commodities, without any social protection 
mechanisms that can avoid exploitation by the generic fi nancialization machine 
that does not take into account local communities and their social and economic 
wellbeing. In essence, I am also aware that this creative intelligence needs so-
cioeconomic support systems, political representation, and a new approach to 
spatial and infrastructural design that can be inclusive of the temporal socio-
economic dynamics embedded in this stealth urbanization.

This is how on the Tijuana side, I have been researching the alternative ur-
banisms of resilience and adaptation inscribed in informal urbanization in or-
der to redefi ne urban density. Learning from these  bottom- up forms of local 
socioeconomic production is essential to the rethinking of urban sustainability, 
focusing on neighborhoods as sites of environmental, cultural, and economic 
productivity. (I realize that when these two  topics—neighborhood marginal-
ization and economic  productivity—are brought together, some academics get 
nervous, since this might suggest a complicity with the logics of top down privat-
ization and disinvestment, or that the language of entrepreneurship, resilience, 
and sustainability, resonates with neoliberal urban rhetoric. I want to retake 

FIGURE 6. A housing innovation made of waste: A 
 maquiladora- made prefabricated frame performs 
as a hinge mechanism to connect a variety of 
recycled materials and systems brought from San 
Diego and reassembled in Tijuana’s slums.
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those terms and give them meaning through a more robust  community- based 
engagement. What I mean here is that one of the most fundamental questions 
today is how to mobilize other economic pro formas of development that are 
 neighborhood- led and whose profi ts benefi t the community and not private 
developers only.)

This is how my urban research in Tijuana inserts itself in the midst of the con-
fl ict between factories and slums, opening alternative  cross- sector processes for 
the production of social housing within informal settlements. We have observed 
that as nafta maquiladoras position themselves strategically adjacent to Tijua-
na’s slums in order to have access to cheap labor; they do not give anything in 
return to these fragile communities. Our site of intervention is then the factory 
itself, by utilizing its own systems and material production and prefabrication 
in order to produce surplus  micro- infrastructure for housing.

 The Manufactured Sites project involves the production of a prefabricated 
frame (assembled with materials from the factories surrounding the slums) 
that can act as a hinge mechanism to connect a variety of recycled materials 
and systems brought from San Diego and reassembled in Tijuana. This small 
piece is also the fi rst step in the construction of a larger, interwoven, and open- 
ended scaff old that helps  shore- up an otherwise precarious terrain without 
compromising the improvisational dynamics of these self- made environments. 
Conditions of social emergency ask for the reorganization of resources and the 
 cross- institutional accountability and collaboration. The frame is produced by 
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the Spanish company Maquiladora Mecalux and supported by Tijuana munic-
ipal subsidies, and it takes into account the hidden value of the sweat equity 
of people living in the informal settlement, a process that is coordinated and 
facilitated by community activists and agencies. The prefabricated parts emerge 
from the recombination of existing material systems inside the assembly line, 
and they become available for small cooperatives to collaboratively develop extra 
housing units with other residents. The design “intervention” here is a result of a 
process of negotiation with boundaries, resources, and people in a  cross- sector 
curatorial project that critically approximates prefabrication industry, govern-
ment subsidies, and communities organization.

SCENARIO 2. 

SOUTH TO NORTH SUBURBS MADE OF NONCONFORMITY: 

TIJUANA’S ENCROACHMENT INTO SAN DIEGO’S SPRAWL

As waste fl ows south, people go north in search of dollars. The shift ing of cul-
tural demographics in American Suburbs has transformed many poor immi-
grant neighborhoods into the site of investigation for my practice. My research in 
San Diego has focused on the impact of immigration in the transformation of the 
American neighborhood, projecting that the future of Southern California’s ur-
banization will depend on the alteration of the large scale of exclusionary urban 
development by a small urbanization of adaptation: The  micro- socioeconomic 
contingencies of informal urbanization will transform, through time, the homo-
geneous largeness of offi  cial urbanization of San Diego into more sustainable, 
plural, and complex environments.

Increasing waves of immigrants from Latin America have had a major impact 
on the urbanism of American cities. Already, Los Angeles, for example, is home 
to the second largest concentration of Latin Americans outside the capitals of 
Mexico, Guatemala, and El Salvador, among other countries. Current demo-
graphic studies have predicted that Latin Americans will compose the majority 
of California’s population in the next decade. As populations travel north in 
search for new opportunities, they inevitably alter and transform the fabric of 
neighborhoods where they settle, including in San Diego and Los Angeles. In 
these older neighborhoods, multigenerational households of extended families 
shape their own programs of use, taking charge of their own informal economies 
in order to maintain a standard for the household.

It is not a coincidence, then, that these older mid- city neighborhoods com-
pose the territory that continued to be marginalized in the process of urban 
redevelopment of the last decades of growth. Not able to aff ord the high- priced 
real estate of downtown or the McMansions of the new sprawl, waves of immi-
grant communities from Latin America, Asia, and Africa have settled into these 
fi rst rings of suburbanization in many American cities in recent years, making 
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these neighborhoods the service communities for the newly gentrifi ed center 
and the expensive suburbs. The temporal, informal economies and patterns 
of density promoted by immigrants and their socioeconomic and economic 
dynamics have fundamentally altered what was the fi rst ring of  Levittown- type 
suburbanization of the 1950s, transforming it into a more complex network of 
socioeconomic relationships.

If we were to construct a binational land use map between San Diego and 
Tijuana, for example, showing the diff erent attitudes of these two border cities 
toward land use and density, we would notice the large blocks of color of an 
exclusionary  zoning—a maximum space with minimum  complexity—to the 
north, and to the south the high pixilation of more compacted uses in Tijuana, 
a minimum space with maximum complexity.

This confetti of alternative uses in Tijuana has been slipping into the large-
ness of Southern California land uses, and when it hits the ground it alters the 
mono- use monoculture of many parcels in San Diego’s homogeneous suburbs. 
An informal economy is plugged into a garage; an illegal granny fl at is built in the 
backyard to support an extended family. This is an urbanization of retrofi t trans-
forming the large with the small, with more sustainable and inclusive land uses.

Many stories of alteration and nonconformity can be found in these San Di-
ego environments. The Informal Buddha is the story, for example, of a tiny post-
war bungalow that transformed into a Buddhist temple in the last two decades, 
incrementally altering the small parcel it occupies into a micro socioeconomic 
infrastructure. These  community- based agencies are able to organize and bundle 
the invisible socioeconomic entrepreneurship embedded in this community and 
translate it into new policies and economies.

San Diego Project: Casa Familiar Micro- Policy
My work on the San Diego has focused on the translation of the sociocultural 
and economic intelligence embedded in many marginal immigrant neighbor-
hoods in order to propose more inclusive land use and economic categories 
that can support new forms of socioeconomic sustainability. The hidden value 
(cultural, social and economic) of these communities’ informal transactions 
across  bottom- up cultural activism, economies, and densities continues to be 
off  the radar of conventional top- down planning institutions.

These  bottom- up urban transformations ultimately show the need to expand 
existing categories of zoning, producing alternative densities and transitional 
uses that can directly respond to the emergent political and economic infor-
malities at play in the contemporary city. It is, in fact, the political and cultural 
dimension of housing and density as a tools for social integration in the city what 
has been the conceptual armature of my work as an architect. How to enable 
this urbanization beyond the property line—this  micro- urbanism—to alter the 
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rigidity of the discriminatory public policies of the American city? How can the 
human capacity and creative intelligence embedded in migrant communities be 
amplifi ed as the main armature for rethinking sustainability?

The story of the nonconforming Buddha suggests the need for mediating 
 neighborhood- based agencies that can curate the interface between institu-
tions and communities, top- down resources and bottom intelligence. I have 
articulated this research not only as a form of discourse that has enabled new 
critical conversation and debate across diff erent constituencies, from academ-
ics to activists and politicians, but as a tangible process of collaboration with 
 community- based nonprofi t organizations such as Casa Familiar, in the border 
neighborhood of San Ysidro, to codesign and manage physical interventions in 
neighborhoods on both sides of the border.

The main achievement through this process was the tactical design and orga-
nization of a series of community dialogues and workshops with Casa Familiar 
that in turn generated the idea of a  micro- zoning policy for San Ysidro, pro-
viding fertile political ground from which alternative hybrid projects and their 
sources of funding could emerge. This process opened an alternative channel 
of relationship with the City of San Diego to demand a more robust partnership 
and interface with  neighborhood- based local nonprofi t organizations, to enable 
them to co- own the resources of development and become the long- term cho-
reographers of social and cultural programming for housing.

In essence, the Casa Familiar Micro- Policy was the proposition to seek a 
new role for many ngos in neighborhoods to develop housing. This included 
the mediation and translation of otherwise invisible neighborhood dynamics: 
These ngos can connect tangible housing needs to specifi c community partic-
ipants, and they can support and generate new economies that emerge from 
the community itself and enhance social service capabilities to be plugged into 
housing. Agencies like Casa Familiar can mobilize the internal entrepreneurial 
energies and social organization that characterizes these neighborhoods toward 
a more localized political economy latent in these migrant communities. These 
socioeconomic agendas can be framed by particular spatial organization.

 The Casa Familiar Micro- Policy includes the documentation of all stealth 
illegal additions and small informal economies sprinkled through the neigh-
borhood in order to legitimize their existence, enabling the approval of a new 
aff ordable housing overlay zone for the neighborhood. The second part of the 
policy included the partnership of Casa Familiar with property owners who 
cannot aff ord to maintain their own  properties—the production of social con-
tracts within the community to produce a new form of shared ownership and 
social protection mechanism is essential here. Then, Casa Familiar will be en-
abled by the city to offi  cially prepackage and facilitate construction permits to 
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FIGURE 8. Housing  micro- policy for San Ysidro, or the neighborhood as a political 
unit: expanded models of architecture practice can mediate between top- down 
politics and economics of urban development and the  bottom- up social agency at 
the scale of marginalized neighborhoods
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replace the precarious existing illegal dwelling units as well as tax credit sub-
sidy–based pro formas to support their designation as aff ordable housing. Since 
 developer- driven tax credit subsidies do not support small development, Casa 
Familiar would also be enabled to prebundle tax credit subsidies pertaining a 
large housing building, but breaking it apart into small loans and facilitating 
them through the neighborhood, for which Casa Familiar would take liability. 
The facilitation of entitlement and lending amplifi ed the notion that marginal 
communities need political and economic representation by agencies like Casa 
Familiar. This  micro- policy opened up a  small- lot ordinance process in San 
Diego, one seeking to infi ll transitional and suburban areas of the city while 
enforcing an incremental densifi cation and supporting  community- led small 
development. Most importantly, it presented a challenge: can communities be-
come developers of their own housing stock and public infrastructure?

Toward an Urban Pedagogy: The Visualization of a New Civic Imagination

During the last two years, I have been collaborating with political theorist Fonna 
Forman to further question the relationship between social justice, citizenship 
culture and the construction of the city: Can these marginalized communities 
across the world and particularly those fl anking the San Diego–Tijuana border 
enable us to reimagine not only the meaning of public space, housing and infra-
structure, but also the construction of new interpretations of citizenship? The 
largest bi- national metropolitan region in the world has provoked the question: 
Can a  cross- border citizen exist, whose idea of citizenship is organized around 
the shared interests between these two divided cities?

We need to seek other conceptions of citizenship, beyond its inscrip-
tion within the offi  cial protocols of the  nation- state. As evidenced by these 
 under- represented border neighborhoods, citizenship is primarily a creative 
act, enabling the transformation of institutional protocols and the spaces of 
the city. It is within these marginalized communities of practice where a new 
conception of civic culture can emerge, whose dna is found in informal urban-
ization, and from which we can incrementally construct new interpretations of 
community and praxis.

But as we return to these informal settlements for clues, their invisible urban 
praxis also needs artistic interpretation and new tools and methodologies for 
research. This should be the space of intervention for new forms of pedagogy 
and scholarship. In this context, we must expand meanings of spatial and social 
justice, understanding them not only through the redistribution of physical and 
economic resources but as dependent also on the redistribution of knowledges. 
An investment in an urban  pedagogy—the transfer of knowledge across govern-
ments and  communities—is the fundamental pursuit to construct a civic culture 
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as the basis for an inclusive urbanization and new conceptions of public space. 
Because of this, seeking new forms of urban pedagogy is one of the most critical 
areas for artistic investigation and practice today. The conventional structures 
and protocols of academic institutions and urban planning agencies may be seen 
to be at odds with activist practices, which are by their very nature organic and 
 extra- academic and  trans- institutional. Should activist practices challenge the 
nature/structure of pedagogy within the institution? Are new modes of teaching 
and learning called for?

These questions have inspired the construction of the Bi- national Citizen-
ship Culture Survey, conducted by former Bogota mayor Antanas Mockus and 
his nonprofi t Corpovisionarios, in collaboration with political theorist Fonna 
Forman and me at the University of California, San Diego, and the munici-
palities of Tijuana and San Diego. The Bi- national Citizenship Culture Survey 
is an instrument that will measure and help visualize the shared values and 
norms, the common interests and sense of mutual responsibility around which 
a new bi- national conception of citizenship can be  formed—beyond the arbi-
trary jurisdictional boundaries that too rigidly defi ne cityhood, and beyond the 
identitarian politics of the  nation- state. The results of the survey in the spring 
of 2015 will be stewarded by a  cross- sector bi- national council that will develop 
a set of priorities and proposals in collaboration with the municipalities of San 
Diego and Tijuana and will usher in a new era of cooperation between them. By 
recognizing both Tijuana’s and San Diego’s urban policies and taking account of 
the assets, resources, and ideas that can be shared, the survey will facilitate the 
coproduction of bi- national vision and a process that derives its strength from 
 cross- border synergies, inclusive of the most vulnerable communities on both 
sides of the border.

These are essential questions at a time when the hidden urban operations of 
the most compelling cases of informal urbanization across territories of poverty 
need to be translated into a new political language with particular spatial con-
sequences from which to produce new interpretations of public infrastructure, 
property, and citizenship.

An Informal Public Manifesto:
• To challenge the autonomy of buildings, oft en conceived as self- 

referential systems, benefi ting the one- dimensionality of the object 
and indiff erent to socioeconomic temporalities embedded in the city. 
How to engage instead the complex temporalization of space found 
in informal urbanization’s management of time, people, spaces, and 
resources?

• To question exclusionary recipes for zoning, understanding it not as 
a punitive tool that prevents socialization but instead as a generative 
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tool that organizes and anticipates local social and economic activity 
at the scale of neighborhoods.

• To politicize density, no longer measured as an abstract amount of ob-
jects per acre but as an amount of socioeconomic exchanges per acre.

• To retrofi t the large with the small. The  micro- socioeconomic con-
tingencies of the informal will transform the homogeneous largeness 
of offi  cial urbanization into more sustainable, plural, and complex 
environments.

• To reimagine exclusionary logics that shape jurisdiction. Conven-
tional government protocols give primacy to the abstraction of 
administrative boundaries over the social and environmental bound-
aries that informality negotiates as devices to construct community.

• To produce new forms of local governance, along with the social pro-
tection systems that can provide guarantees for marginalized commu-
nities to be in control of their own modes of production and share the 
profi ts of urbanization to prevent gentrifi cation.

• To enable more inclusive and meaningful systems of political rep-
resentation and civic engagement at the scale of neighborhoods, 
tactically recalibrating individual and collective interests.

• To rethink existing models of property by redefi ning aff ordability 
and the value of social participation, enhancing the role of commu-
nities in coproducing housing, and enabling a more inclusive idea of 
ownership.

• To elevate the incremental low- cost layering of urban development 
found in informal urbanization in order to generate new paradigms 
of public infrastructure beyond the dominance of private develop-
ment alone and its exorbitant budgets.

• To mobilize social networks into new spatial and economic infra-
structures that benefi t local communities in the long term, beyond 
the  short- term problem solving of private developers or charitable 
institutions.

• To sponsor mediating agencies that can curate the interface between 
top- down,  government- led infrastructural support and the creative 
 bottom- up intelligence and sweat equity of communities and activists.

• To close the gap between the abstraction of  large- scale planning logics 
and the specifi city of actual everyday practices.

• To challenge the idea of public space as an ambiguous and neutral 
place of beautifi cation. We must move the discussion from the neu-
trality of the institutional public to the specifi city of urban rights.

• To layer public space with protocols, designing not only physical sys-
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tems but also the collaborative socioeconomic and cultural program-
ming and management that ensure accessibility and sustainability 
over the long term.

• To enable communities to manage their own resources and modes 
of production while creating multiple points of access to share the 
profi ts of urbanization.

The informal public is the starting point from which to generate other ways of 
constructing the city, and its role today is to mediate between top- down and 
 bottom- up dynamics: in one direction, how specifi c,  bottom- up urban alter-
ations by creative acts of citizenship can have enough resolution and political 
agency to trickle upward to transform top- down institutional structures; and, in 
the other direction, how top- down resources can reach sites of marginalization, 
transforming normative ideas of infrastructure by absorbing the creative intelli-
gence embedded in informal dynamics. This critical interface between top- down 
and  bottom- up resources and knowledges is essential at a time when the extreme 
left  and the extreme right,  bottom- up activism and top- down pro- development 
smart growth, as well as neoliberal urban agendas, all align in their mistrust of 
government. A fundamental role the informal public can take in shaping the 
agenda for the future of the city is pressing for new forms of governance, seeking 
a new role for progressive policy, a more effi  cient, transparent, inclusive, and 
collaborative form of government. For these reasons, one of the most important 
sites of intervention in our time is the opaque, exclusionary, and dysfunctional 
bureaucracy, and the restoration of the linkages between government, social 
networks, and cultural institutions to reorient the surplus value of urbanization 
to not only benefi t the private but primarily a public imagination.

Note

I am grateful to the editors for inviting me to participate in this project; their com-
ments and interventions have been very helpful to me. My thanks as well to Fonna For-
man for her insightful comments on various draft s and for the many concepts which have 
emerged through our collaborations.
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REPRESENTATION

The Bridge between Design and Poverty Action

Somaya Abdelgany

As a student of architecture and urban planning equally passionate about pov-
erty action as I am about design, I have met few classmates in the architecture 
program at uc Berkeley that share my desire to look at design as a potential tool 
to promote social justice within the urban fabric. At times, I feel very alone in 
my interest in the spatial manifestations of socioeconomic disparity in many of 
the world’s cities, and even more so in my interest in developing strategies that 
seek to reverse the processes that have created these visible gaps. Perhaps this 
disconnect results from the nature of conventional design pedagogy and prac-
tice; in my experience, the ways in which architects are trained oft en lead them 
to ignore poverty, those who experience it, and the untapped creative genius of 
those who are poor. As a result, architecture is a profession of power, prestige, 
and money. Throughout history and in its modern practice, architecture has 
been an industry that serves the wealthy, carried out by those privileged enough 
to be able to aff ord a design education.

My deep interest in the visibility of poverty in the built environment stems 
from the fact I grew up in a city that deliberately ignores poverty. I’ve spent 
most of my life in Irvine, California, a sterile and sheltered suburb that that has 
earned a reputation as “The Bubble,” ranking among the nation’s wealthiest and 
safest cities. The city was designed with a master plan that set the stage for a 
very particular aesthetic standard: Irvine is divided into townships, called “vil-
lages,” separated by wide thoroughfares, each containing  single- family homes 
and apartments of similar design and accompanied by commercial centers, 
religious institutions, and schools. Today, this plan is manifested as a neatly 
compartmentalized agglomeration of low- density gated communities inhabited 
primarily by middle and  upper- middle class residents. Its aesthetic of homoge-
neity, wealth, and exclusion has created a culture that ignores poverty. Because 
of the city’s planning and policies, poverty is rarely given the opportunity to 
exist in Irvine, and if it does, it is made invisible to the city’s general population. 
Without a single emergency shelter in the city, the Irvine police will promptly 
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pick up homeless individuals that wander into to town and drop them off  in the 
less affl  uent neighboring city of Santa Ana where services are available. Friends 
who live in the limited supply of subsidized housing tucked away in some of the 
Irvine villages have expressed that they feel the need to “keep up appearances,” 
to hide their fi nancial struggles among a vast majority of classmates and com-
panions that simply can’t relate.

My move to Berkeley was a culture shock, and a beautifully eye- opening one 
at that. I was met by a host of new experiences and interactions that suddenly 
made poverty visible to me. I encountered not just homeless individuals, but 
homeless communities on my daily walk to campus; I had the opportunity to 
sign up for classes dedicated specifi cally to the study of global poverty; I learned 
alongside classmates who, for the fi rst time in my life, had not grown up with 
the same privileges and comforts that I had. Berkeley was an alternate universe 
in which I was given the opportunity to interact with and learn from people 
from many diff erent walks of life, so a life of ignoring poverty became one that 
I was quite unwilling to return to. Now that I could see poverty, I wanted to see 
what poverty action looked like. I wanted to learn about the ways in which my 
academic and professional fi elds of interest could alleviate poverty instead of 
hiding it, and my design education was no exception to this new desire.

However, I found that even at uc Berkeley, architectural education tends to 
avoid issues of poverty because the practical implementation of design’s social 
aspects more generally is rarely encouraged in a concrete way. The principles of 
“designing for a diff erence” and with greater consciousness of the social needs 
of user groups through ethnographic research and public participation are dis-
cussed at length in  theory- based classes, but I have found that these principles 
are virtually lost when it comes to studio, the core of the architecture major and 
the laboratory in which students are given the opportunity to develop their own 
design sensibilities and priorities. In this laboratory, the cultural and social needs 
of human beings tend to be forgotten, as students are encouraged to “just give 
it a go” and design the most interesting structures and spaces they can conjure 
up. In my introductory classes, my instructors have gone as far as to tell me not 
to worry about how my buildings could ever work structurally or how expensive 
it would be to actually build them.

While instructors understandably do this early on to avoid limiting the cre-
ativity of their students, this type of pedagogy insinuates that the most beautiful 
and exciting designs are those that are not limited by reality or budget. Even as 
architecture students are forced to face the realities of the fi eld in  higher- level 
studios and professional practice, this mindset stays with them. The quintes-
sential dream of many design students is to one day work on modernist mon-
uments and big- budget projects funded by wealthy families and foundations, 



342 • Somaya Abdelgany

because they have come to understand that money allows one to build with the 
sky as the limit. This paradigm is aptly articulated in Ananya Roy’s writing on 
praxis in the time of empire: “For professions like architecture and planning, the 
disavowal of [the] rule of beauty is diffi  cult because empire presents a range of 
aesthetic opportunities—to experiment, build, construct, the Corbusian fantasy 
of colonialism” (Roy 2006: 19).

Poverty is understood to be a design limitation, but paradoxically, my in-
structors have made a point of reminding me time and again that design lim-
itations should be treated as design opportunities. Architecture is a practice in 
 problem- solving, and the most impressive architects are those who can create 
something beautiful despite the walls erected by design constraints. Why exclude 
poverty, with its complexities and opportunities for innovative thinking, from 
the list of “limitations” that can push the creativity of designers forward? And 
who better to consult for solutions to issues of poverty than the poor them-
selves, who exhibit creative genius every day in their struggles to make do? The 
thoughtful inclusion of poverty issues and poor people in the practice of archi-
tecture has the potential to play a signifi cant role in both architecture and pov-
erty action: it can make way not only for novel architectural projects that push 
the boundaries, but also for processes that legitimize poor people’s knowledge.

As a designer interested in building for poor communities as a primary user 
group and with poor people as lead consultants, I take inspiration from excep-
tional architects working on aff ordable architecture both in the global North 
and the global South.

For example, David Baker + Partner Architects, an  award- winning fi rm well- 
versed in aff ordable housing design in the Bay Area, has illustrated successful 
ways of building for  lower- income residents as a user group. When I asked a 
principal from the fi rm about the design compromises that must be made in 
order to keep an aff ordable housing project within budget, I was told that making 
the form less aesthetically pleasing does not actually make the project any less 
expensive: architects can and should have the ability to create beautiful archi-
tecture for all audiences, including the poor. He also highlighted the intersec-
tionalities between aff ordability and architectural ideals such as sustainability: 
the myth that green building relies on expensive technology is disproved by the 
 energy- saving qualities of simple considerations like proper daylighting and 
site location. In addition, taking these inexpensive steps to make a building 
more  energy- effi  cient further contributes to its aff ordability by cutting down by 
reducing long- term energy costs.

When it comes to meaningful engagement of the poor in the design process, 
the architectural work of Estudio Teddy Cruz in Tijuana is a model for the 
fi eld and my own aspirations. Cruz’s projects revolve around the story of how 
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designers, planners, factories, and poor communities can work side by side to 
make sense of recycled environments and ultimately create new programmatic 
paradigms through the translation of  bottom- up productivity and informality 
into the built environment. It is unique in that it calls for a complete reversal 
of conventional allocations of knowledge between the poor and institutions 
of power and professional expertise. By redistributing knowledge production 
about aff ordable housing and neighborhood development to the poor, planners 
and designers allow the poor to become co- developers, and thus they are more 
capable of creating inclusive neighborhoods and housing that is both culturally 
relevant and useful to poor populations.

These approaches to architecture and planning are extremely important to 
design as a fi eld as well as for my career. They prove that design and poverty 
action are not completely disparate practices in the way that my studio classes 
seem to  suggest—that they can complement one another to create inventive 
advancements in both architecture and knowledge production. An understand-
ing and consideration of poverty in architecture is an important fi rst step, and 
if the socially conscious designers of the world are to create architecture and 
urban conditions that are both beautiful and benefi cial to the poor, they must 
engage these communities as active participants and leaders in both design and 
knowledge production. Through this work, I hope for the emergence of a new 
genre of truly universal design that is both accessible to the poor and that can 
be appreciated by all sectors of society.
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Conclusion
Theory Should Ride the Bus

Emma Shaw Crane

This is not a book about poor people. It is about the politics of poverty. A col-
lective, interdisciplinary project, Territories of Poverty hopes to unsettle dom-
inant poverty discourse, dislocating the subjects and sites of inquiry. Instead 
of studying the  oft en- pathologized bodies, behaviors, and places of “the poor,” 
these chapters instead ask questions about how poverty is produced, defi ned, 
and governed. This is crucial work because how we think and act on poverty 
informs how we imagine what is possible, and what is just. As a participant in 
and scholar of movements for economic and social justice, I am particularly 
interested in questions of praxis in what Roy (2010: 40) calls “that impossible 
space between the hubris of optimism and the paralysis of cynicism.” In the long, 
rich, and varied tradition of militant, engaged, and activist scholarship, critical 
poverty studies engages this impossible space. American poet Ruth Forman 
writes (1993: 10):

poetry should ride the bus
in a fat woman’s Safeway bag
between the greens n chicken wings
to be served with tuesday’s dinner
poetry should drop by a sweet potato pie
ask about the grandchildren
n sit through a whole photo album
on an orange plastic covered lazyboy with no place to go
. . . poetry should bring hope to your blood
when you think you’re too old to fi ght.

Theory must also ride the bus. The fi nal wager of Territories of Poverty is that 
critical poverty studies should be useful, not just for scholars but for anyone in-
terested in thinking critically about power. We believe theory can have meaning 
beyond the policed boundaries of academic community and must be useful as 
a strategy for representing and engaging complex realities. As radical scholars 
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have long suggested, theory should be something we construct with others and 
carry with us to make sense of our worlds. Like poetry, theory is representational 
work; it tells stories. It is never neutral, always tangled up with and implicated 
in projects of power. What stories are celebrated and what stories are silenced 
tells us a great deal about the present moment and reminds us that the audience 
is never innocent. The stakes are high because, as Katz and Flores remind us, 
poverty knowledge is also and always an exercise in social and political power, 
historically unaccountable to those it theorizes and represents. In “poetry should 
ride the bus,” Forman off ers us the possibility of another poetry: attentive to 
the racial politics of representation and also sustaining, hope in the blood. As 
a conclusion to this book, I off er here three moments from my work as a mil-
lennial poverty worker: dilemmas that haunt me and that force me to engage 
 theory—always partial, appropriated, forgotten,  invented—in intimate spaces 
of encounter.

Aft er college my undergraduate peers went to rural Kenya, inner city schools, 
Peruvian slums, and San Francisco nonprofi ts. I joined a small media collective, 
building and supporting indigenous and peasant community radio stations in 
Mexico, Guatemala, and Honduras. As agents of international development, 
paid to deliver both infrastructure (radios) and empowerment (workshops), we 
spent weeks at a time in rural villages facilitating popular education workshops 
and providing technical training and support. Committed to radical solidarity 
and informed by antiglobalization struggles of the 1990s, my colleagues, like me, 
were young and  foreign—Adams’s (2013) underpaid laborers, participants in an 
aff ect economy that transformed our convictions and political commitments 
into labor. We were, I joked, the opposite of the World Bank.

One of the villages in which we worked was in the Guatemalan highlands, a 
place I will call Las Altas. It took us a full day picking our way along  washed- out 
hillsides to get into the valley during landslide season. Part of a national organi-
zation of communities in peaceful resistance to the government, Las Altas was a 
village of Ixil and Ki’che indigenous people displaced by Guatemala’s  forty- year 
civil war. Most were refugees who had organized during the long genocide and 
won a land grant, successfully building a local, autonomous village council and 
a primary school. Up the hill, there was an abandoned health clinic, a crumbling 
cement ghost of some past development project. There was a muddy crossroads 
at the bottom of the village, a daily bus that left  in the  still- dark mornings, and 
a slat- board town store that sold rubber boots, potato chips, bundles of rope, 
shovels, cigarettes, and soda. On this trip we planned to install a new radio tower 
and off er workshops for women in radio production.

We were, it turned out, not the only international development workers in Las 
Altas. There was a South African who fl ew in and out of the remote valley in a 
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helicopter. Our hosts told us he worked for a transnational Christian evangeli-
cal aid organization, directing a small business development and microfi nance 
program. There was a widely believed rumor that he was a former mercenary 
who had worked for the apartheid government in South Africa. Families that 
enrolled in the Christian aid microloan program were given a pig, and their 
children went to a separate school staff ed by foreign volunteers, who stayed in 
a dormitory with a generator and running water. Las Altas had been divided 
for several years between villagers participating in the aid program (many of 
whom had by now killed and eaten the pigs) and families involved in the national 
peasant movement. The two groups had separate churches (one evangelical, one 
Catholic), separate schools (one with English instruction and Bible Study led by 
the volunteers, the other without), and separate political bodies. The radio we 
were to build was for half the village.

Most villagers had lived in Las Altas since long before the arrival of foreign 
aid of any kind, and the homes of the two groups were interspersed. Some shared 
backyards. On my way back to the house where I stayed each evening, some 
families would wave and say hello, while others averted their eyes. People we 
worked with at the radio stations in other places left  keys in unlocked doors or 
left  windows open—but in Las Altas the radio was a cinderblock bunker with 
shutters that bolted from the inside. Aft er several attempts at sabotage or theft , 
the radio team brought in the solar panels from the roof at night. The evangel-
icals planned to construct their own radio station.

Like many rural indigenous communities in the highlands, the land on which 
the village is built was collectively  owned—held in a legal arrangement similar to 
a land  trust—and could not be divided or sold. The Christian aid organization 
asked to buy a parcel of land (for a project, according to our hosts, affi  liated with 
the World Bank), but the village council voted against dissolving collective own-
ership. Eventually, aft er enrolling half the village in the microfi nance program, 
the scales tipped in favor of allowing the purchase of a small parcel. Now, in the 
wake of the dissolving land trust, it was rumored that a Guatemalan mining 
company, a subsidiary of the international weapons manufacturer Lockheed 
Martin, had sent surveyors to the village, and there was talk of lucrative metal 
deposits below the riverbed.

At stake in the battle between the new evangelicals and members of the na-
tional peasant organization was a theory of poverty: what causes it, who or 
what is responsible, and how it can be addressed. The evangelical aid organi-
zation claimed to lift  families out of poverty by incorporating them into mar-
kets, markets that would reward entrepreneurial hard work. Economic growth 
would foster peace and stability. Members of the national peasant and indige-
nous movement saw the evangelical program as an attempt to fi nancialize the 
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 village- based cooperative economy, put collectively held resources to work as 
potential sources of profi t, and destabilize their struggle for political representa-
tion in the wake of genocide, cultural recognition, and autonomy. Aid workers 
were part of these debates, as signifi ers, participants, gatekeepers of money and 
other resources, and sources of legitimacy with local and national government. I 
met another foreign volunteer at the village store. He was a college student from 
England who smiled at us as we eyed his raingear jealously. He spoke very little 
Spanish, and I wondered if he knew about the confl icting development agendas 
in Las Altas or if, like me, he had simply shown up to help, motivated too by a 
sense of justice.

Much of hegemonic poverty knowledge theorizes impoverishment as a prob-
lem to be solved: a lack of resources, services, or  gadgets—a need for a radio or 
a pig, for example. Poverty is oft en framed as a defi ciency of people or of place, 
or incomplete inclusion into prosperous and benign global markets (see, in this 
volume, Katz, Gupta, and Han). In these stories, the poor are entrepreneurial 
heroes or deviant, self- defeating failures. The non- poor disappear entirely or are 
present only as benevolent helpers or potential victims of poverty’s dangerous 
contagions: disease, violence, disaster (Gupta, in this volume). This obscures 
the work they—we—do as we construct and legitimate theories of poverty. The 
story of invisible, neutral poverty workers persists even in a radical iteration of 
poverty action: as an ally, I imagined myself as  outsider- beyond, a quiet assis-
tant in a story of heroic peasant organizing. Yet in Las Altas, we were anything 
but outside or beyond. We were political subjects implicated in an unresolved 
struggle of ideas. As Adams and Han remind us in their essays here, the aff ect 
economy is irrevocably linked to projects of power. The theory I had learned in 
university classrooms and which I carried with me into the fi eld was revealed 
to be utterly inadequate: I was prepared for the metapolitics of international 
development, armed with histories of international fi nancial institutions and 
the tattered paperback classics of political economy, but I was unprepared for 
the small battles and their troubling questions.

I had hoped for a simple story, and I had hoped for a simple place within it. 
I could not refuse to engage with the strange constellation of multilateral de-
velopment institutions shaping the fi eld of millennial development, or with my 
own participation in that contested and fractured project. I was forced instead, 
following Maurer (this volume), to replace cleanness with complexity. In Las 
Altas, poor people’s movements were imagined and produced in relationship 
to bureaucracies of power (see Roy and Kohl- Arenas). Eff ective engagement in 
these movements demanded a careful, critical understanding of poverty knowl-
edge and institutions. Above all, Las Altas demanded a shift  from thinking about 
places of poverty to territories of poverty. To understand a village not only as 
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place but as territory off ers a diff erent kind of theory, one attentive to the awk-
ward complicities and intimacies of poverty work, of imperfect engagement, and 
of poverty politics. Above all, praxis demanded that I take sides. In Las Altas 
there was—quite  literally—no neutral ground on which to stand.

The project of international development is hopeful, and its poor subjects 
are so oft en celebrated: entrepreneurial women, or smiling children available 
for sponsorship online. There were diff erent subjects of development that I en-
countered as a youth worker at a continuation high school in the San Francisco 
Bay Area. The specter of poverty elsewhere is shared tragedy, and ending this 
poverty a collective, millennial ambition. This millennial optimism is troubled 
by poverty in the North Atlantic: it does not inspire colored wristbands or con-
certs, tangled up instead with racialized hatred and fear. It is millennial devel-
opment’s sharp edge.

The young people at the high school were poor students of color expelled 
from mainstream schooling, for infractions from a fi stfi ght between classes to 
stealing a bag of chips from the high school cafeteria. At the upper boundaries 
of childhood, aging out of the waning welfare infrastructure available to them 
as children, the students were—for many of their teachers, social workers, and 
security  guards—unruly, marginal, and problematic. They were victims of pov-
erty but also and always potentially dangerous. They were to be educated and 
they were to be policed: the school had a free lunch program and locked the 
gates during the day. It looked and felt like county jail.

I came to the high school to lead poetry workshops through a Department 
of African American Studies project. We had seed money from the university, 
an attempt to improve fraught “community relations” and off er college students 
marketable volunteer opportunities. Our project competed with other college 
student organizations for small grants, which usually included just enough for 
bus fare, copies, juice, and pizza. We were one of three groups of college students 
at the high school, and we diligently kept track of how many students attended 
each poetry workshop and how many volunteers we brought to the school. I 
photocopied students’ poems and asked them for written feedback about the 
workshops. It would all go into next year’s grant proposal, a translation of poor 
lives and teenage brilliance into readily accessible  three- page summaries for 
administrators.

I had only been at the high school for a few weeks the fi rst time a wealthy 
donor to a local foundation asked me about what we should do about low- 
achieving urban youth. Were there any innovative models for solving urban un-
derachievement being piloted at my school? I was, suddenly, an expert on “urban 
problems.” It did not seem to matter that I had grown up in a small rural town, 
or that I was a  twenty- one- year- old white college student. The askers of such 
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questions were also quick to congratulate me. Those teenagers were so lucky. 
I was a young success story, a hard worker: I was just what students like that 
needed. It was assumed that I was a tutor because most of the college students 
working at the high school were tutors in aft erschool programs. Like me, they 
were paid below minimum wage, or they were volunteers. Our presence wasn’t 
just about the material we tutored or taught. Poverty work is also aff ective labor. 
We were middle class or rising middle class, and as the school health worker 
said, we knew how to talk correctly. We knew how to read.

One day in our poetry classroom we read the letter a group of students in 
June Jordan’s (1985) classroom wrote to the police offi  cers who had recently 
murdered Reggie Jordan, the unarmed,  twenty- fi ve- year- old brother of student 
Willie Jordan. Students at B- Tech choose to write a letter to the tutors. They 
titled it “Guidelines for White Tutors”:

We are not bad people or bad Black kids . . . we are not stupid. Do not talk to us 
like we are monkeys. We are smart, intelligent, and brilliant people. This school 
is not a war zone. We are not failures. We are not dropouts. We are not convicts. 
This is not juvie. We are not all Special Education and we do not lack education. 
We do not need white people to save us. Our relationships with tutors must be 
reciprocal . . . we know what you think of us.

Both message and critique (directed not just to the tutors, but to us, the poets, 
perhaps not so separate a category as we imagined), the letter was an interrup-
tion of the class performance of tutoring, challenging the assumptions of the 
visiting college students but also the very conditions that produce such rela-
tionships, so oft en characterized as charitable, inspired by  middle- class good-
will. The students demanded a shift  in accountability: from the  grant- making 
institution (the university) to them, the objects of such interventions. In this 
unlikely space of encounter (Valentine 2008), the tutors (and poets) were forced 
to reckon with poverty as a racialized relationship of power.

The guidelines sparked a conversation about what Goldstein in this volume 
calls this “unseemly presence in the present.” As Goldstein observes, there is 
great interest in white America to foreclose on the past, to close it off  as a strategy 
for security. We, the tutors, expected a fresh start. We were willing participants 
in multiculturalist blamelessness. The students were not so eager to engage un-
critically with the post- racialism of millennial development discourse, which 
perhaps for this very reason operates more smoothly across national diff erence, 
the question of intimate inequality left  unexamined. The letter was a momentary 
rupture of a representative deadlock. Imperfect and incomplete and temporary, 
it was a moment of speaking back, an interruption of the established script of 
benevolent tutors and delinquent black kids.
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There are, of course, all of the obvious and searing observations to make 
about this: the white college student learns about privilege and power in a cru-
cible of black poverty; the classrooms of poor students become sites of experi-
mentation to sensitize and educate future  middle- class professionals. But right 
alongside those truths: the awkward and earnest attempts of both tutors and 
students to build relationships across diff erence. We wanted, as visitors, both to 
help and to demonstrate humility. Simultaneously, we were eager, uninformed 
participants in a punitive program of government (the continuation high school) 
and an assimilationist cultural project (tutoring). We were in many ways con-
juring our own successful futures and cementing professional credibility with 
a short sojourn to a risky frontier. And yet: the poems we wrote, the stories we 
told, the questions that arose, and the awkward beginnings of accountability 
taught us something about race in our country, about legacies of whiteness and 
the will to improve, about the unseemly past in the present. We were making 
theory, each of us: a theory of our own realities more honest and critical than 
what we had before.

Three weeks aft er the students wrote the letter, they came on a fi eld trip to 
uc Berkeley to lead a seminar for college students considering volunteering in 
high school classrooms. Campus police stopped the students to check their ids 
and detained them until I came to confi rm that they were, in fact, invited guests.

During the weeks that I worked on this conclusion, two people were murdered 
on my block in West Oakland. Both were killed on the street, midday. The fi rst 
time, I was around the corner, writing about millennial development in Guate-
mala. Through my headphones, the shots sounded very far away.

A few weeks before the murders, the City of Oakland hired “super cop” Wil-
liam Bratton as a consultant to the embattled Oakland Police Department, under 
the oversight of a federal judge aft er losing a series of police brutality cases. A 
former police chief in New York, Boston, and Los Angeles, Bratton pioneered 
the mutating, traveling model of “stop and frisk” policing, a practice that enables 
police to detain and search anyone suspected of involvement in a past, pres-
ent, or imminent crime. We are promised that Oakland, the “robbery capital of 
America” (Artz 2013) will be the frontier of a new policing, an amalgam of global 
best practices. This Oakland of the future may also be one of the fi rst cities in 
California to fl y local law enforcement drones. Though the Alameda County 
sherriff  initially reassured county lawmakers that the drone would be used as 
a  search- and- rescue tool, the grant application submitted to the Department 
of Homeland Security stated the drone would be used for “surveillance (in-
vestigative and tactical) . . . intelligence gathering . . . suspicious persons, large 
crowd control disturbances, etc.” (Harkinson 2013). A model manufactured by 
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Lockheed Martin’s Skunk Works was suggested and displayed during the meet-
ing (Woodall 2013). If Beirut is planned for the war yet to come (Bou Akar, this 
volume), Oakland too is calculated for violence to come, manhunts yet to begin. 
If the celebrated, model antipoverty programs are of the global South (Peck and 
Theodore, this volume) then perhaps the future of policing and surveillance is 
here in Oakland, demonstration city of the 1960s (Roy, Schrader, and Crane, 
this volume), and still laboratory of the future. Such modes of governance are 
strategies for managing territories of poverty and are, not unlike many inter-
ventions in the vast industry that is global poverty, primarily concerned with 
the security of non- poor subjects (Gupta, this volume). We are reminded that 
questions of poverty are also questions of death: of who lives and who dies, of 
what lives count and what lives are a threat.

In 2012, as a member of my local neighborhood association, I went door- to- 
door reminding my neighbors of an upcoming meeting to discuss neighbor-
hood safety and a recent surge in foreclosures and evictions. I went with three 
teenagers from our block: two bored  fi ft een- year- old boys who shyly knocked 
on doors, sighing deeply, and Sarah, fourteen, in her fi nal year of middle school. 
A confi dent and engaging doorknocker, Sarah rushed through the invitation to 
the meeting and the survey of neighborhood concerns and moved quickly on to 
what she urgently wanted to discuss: Kony 2012. Sparked by a viral video from 
the nonprofi t Invisible Children, the Kony 2012 movement calls for the capture 
and trial of Joseph Kony, Ugandan war criminal and leader of the Lord’s Resis-
tance Army. That an Oakland teenager was moved by Kony 2012 is a testament 
to a global imagination of what it means to be a citizen, to an expanded sense of 
self, aff ected by the suff ering of those a world away and concerned with justice 
and accountability. This is the reconfi gured landscape of millennial poverty: 
boundaries between global North and South tangled and uncertain, a strict di-
vision, as highlighted by much of the work in this volume (in particular, Adams, 
Gupta, Han, and Peck and Theodore) no longer analytically useful. This land-
scape demands that we take seriously the work of African Christian aid workers 
in Guatemala and white American evangelical fi lmmakers in Africa; that we are 
attentive to the volunteers in classrooms and villages and knocking on doors.

My city reminds me that some violences are viral, spectacular, visible, and 
other violences are disappeared, so everyday common they don’t make the local 
paper. When I tell my neighbors what I do for a  living—poverty  research—they 
oft en chuckle and ask wryly how that’s going. Then, always, they congratulate 
me. It’s a good job, and I am grateful to make a living. But this is work sharply 
marked by absences. I leave West Oakland in order to write about poverty 
from an offi  ce on a carefully policed university campus; I witness from a safe 
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distance the deaths of my neighbors. Do I betray their memory when I write 
about them in a book that the people who loved them will likely never read? 
Who owns theory, anyway? Is it possible to make theory that is accountable 
beyond academic community? As Roy asks in her introduction to this volume, 
“What are the limits of truth at these limits of life?” And who decides what 
counts as theory and what is dismissed as anecdote? These questions are open, 
unresolved, unsettling.

When theory rides the bus it is made and remade by these devastating ques-
tions, these impossibilities and borders, these passages refused. Perhaps they 
serve not as a roadmap for getting it right but to alert us to the terrible contradic-
tions and complicities of both academic work and poverty action, and indicate a 
receding horizon toward which we might move. Perhaps the primary purpose of 
poverty scholarship is not to generate solutions but to remind us that poverty is 
not a topic or a place or a behavior, something to which we apply theory, a series 
of problems waiting to be solved, but a problematizing frame for understanding 
power, for questioning what is intimately familiar and accepted. Critical poverty 
scholarship makes impossible the imagination of poverty researchers and pov-
erty workers as somehow separate from the relationships of power we study, as 
beyond or outside of the places we work. It is against framings of poverty that 
depoliticize, threaten to render both scholarship and praxis irrelevant to the 
intimacies, dilemmas, and possibilities of poverty action. Critical poverty studies 
complicates our optimism but demands engagement with the contradictions. 
It has pushed me to untangle overlapping development agendas in which I am 
irrevocably implicated, to historicize the fraught intimacies of poverty action, 
to render strange the normalized deaths of my neighbors, and to unsettle old 
understandings of center and periphery, present and past.

Katz (this volume) writes, “the gap between theory and implementation is 
fi lled by power.” Perhaps theory can build power by giving us tools to make sense 
of the past and see the present diff erently, and in doing so, forge  alliances—
always fragile,  imperfect—across diff erence. Perhaps scholarship like the eth-
nographic and historical work in this volume can reveal potential openings, 
ruptures, and exploitable contradictions that enable what Cruz calls practices of 
“collective imagination” or what Abdelgany calls “the redistribution of knowl-
edge production” (both in this volume). When theory rides the bus it invites 
us to critically engage our lives and to make theory out of our understandings 
of them. As scholars, educators, cultural workers, and organizers have insisted 
for a long time, theory can be part of a larger project to remake our collective 
common sense of poverty. When theory rides the bus it is made in and through 
praxis, the things we’ve been taught are undone by doing. What seems inevitable 
becomes contingent, unstable: this is the hope in the blood that Forman (1993) 
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writes. This is a book about futures: the multiplicity of these futures, and the 
ways in which we may yet intervene in and shape them.

Note

I am grateful to Hannah Birnbaum, Mukul Kumar, Aurora Masum- Javed, Chris 
Mizes, Stuart Schrader, Ethan Watters, and, always, Ananya Roy for their thoughtful 
comments on this essay. Their generous help was invaluable. I am of course responsible 
for the fi nal product.
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