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JAY MACLEOD

Ain’t No Makin’ It: Leveled Aspirations
in a Low-income Neighborbood

“Any child can grow up to be president.” So
maintains the dominant ideology in the
United States. This perspective characterizes
American society as an open one in which
barriers to success are mainly personal rather
than social. In this meritocratic view, educa-
tion ensures equality of opportunity for all in-
dividuals, and economic inequalities result
from differences in natural qualities and in
one’s motivation and will to work. Success is
based on achievement rather than ascription.
Individuals do not inherit their social status—
they attain it on their own. Because schooling
mitigates gender, class, and racial barriers to

Originally published in 1987. Please see complete
source information beginning on page 891.

success, the ladder of social mobility is there
for all to climb. A favorite Hollywood
theme, the rags-to-riches story resonates in
the psyche of the American people. We never
tire of hearing about Andrew Carnegie, for
his experience validates much that we hold
dear about America, the land of opportunity.
Horatio Alger’s accounts of the spectacular
mobility achieved by men of humble origins
through their own unremitting efforts oc-
cupy a treasured place in our national folk-
lore. The American Dream is held out as a
-genuine prospect for anyone with the drive
to achieve it.

“I ain’t goin’ to college. Who wants to go
to college? I’d just end up gettin’ a shitty job
anyway.” So says Freddie Piniella,! an intelli-
gent eleven-year-old boy from Clarendon
Heights, a low-income housing development
in a northeastern city. This statement, pro-

TP PAD &L usky (Eb\ Socal g\\(élﬁfﬁ@(q,nw

zne gdt. (200 )




422

nounced with certitude and feeling, com-
pletely contradicts our achievement ideclogy.
Freddie is pessimistic about his prospects for
social mobility and disputes schooling’s capac-
ity to “deliver the goods.” Such a view offends
our sensibilities and seems a rationalization.
But Freddie has a point. What of Carnegie’s
grammar school classmates, the great bulk of
whom no doubt were left behind to occupy
positions in the class structure not much dif-
ferent from those held by their parents? What
about the static, nearly permanent element in
the working class, whose members consider
the chances for mobility remote and thus de-
spair of all hope? These people are shunned,
hidden, forgotten—and for good reason—be-
cause just as the self-made man is a testament
to certain American ideals, so the very exis-
tence of an “underclass” in American society
is a living contradiction to those ideals.

Utter hopelessness is the most striking as-
pect of Freddie’s outlook. Erik H. Erikson
writes that hope is the basic ingredient of all
vitality;2 stripped of hope, there is little left to
lose. How is it that in contemporary America
a boy of eleven can feel bereft of a future
worth embracing? This is not what the
United States is supposed to be. The United
States is the nation of hopes and dreams and
opportunity. As Ronald Reagan remarked in
his 1985 State of the Union Address, citing
the accomplishments of a young Vietnamese
immigrant, “Anything is possible in America
if we have the faith, the will, and the heart,”3
But to Freddie Piniella and many other
Clarendon Heights young people who grow
up in households where their parents and
older siblings are unemployed, underedu-
cated, or imprisoned, Reagan’s words ring
hollow. For them the American Dream, far
from being a genuine prospect, is not even a
dream. It is a hallucination.

I first met Freddie Piniella in the summer of
1981 when as a student at a nearby university
I'worked as a counselor in a youth enrichment
program in Clarendon Heights. For ten weeks
I lived a few blocks from the housing project
and worked intensively with nine boys, aged
eleven to thirteen. While engaging them in
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recreational and educational activities, I was
surprised by the modesty of their aspirations.
The world of middle-class work was entirely
alien to them; they spoke about employment
in construction, factories, the armed forces, o,
predictably, professional athletics. In an osten-
sibly open society, they were a group of boys
whose occupational aspirations did not even
cut across class lines. . . .

The male teenage world of Clarendon
Heights is populated by two divergent peer
groups. The first group, dubbed the Hallway
Hangers because of the group’s propensity for
“hanging” in a particular hallway in the pro-
ject [i.e., outside doorway #13], consists pre-
dominantly of white boys. Their characteris-
tics and attitudes stand in marked contrast to
the second group, which is composed almost
exclusively of black youths who call them-
selves the Brothers. Surprisingly, the Brothers
speak with relative optimism about their fu-
tures, while the Hallway Hangers are despon-
dent about their prospects for social
mobility. ...

Before describing the boys’ orientation to-
ward work [in more detail], I would like to
make an analytical distinction between aspi-
rations and expectations. Both involve assess-
ments of one’s desires, abilities, and the char-
acter of the opportunity structure. In
articulating one’s aspirations, an individual
weighs his or her preferences more heavily;
expectations are tempered by perceived capa-
bilities and available opportunities. Aspira-
tions are one’s preferences relatively unsullied
by anticipated constraints; expectations take
these constraints squarely into account.*

The Hallway Hangers:
Keeping a Lid on Hope

Conventional, middle-class orientations to-
ward employment are inadequate to describe
the Hallway Hangers’ approach to work. The
notion of a career, a set of jobs that are con-
nected to one another in a logical progression,
has little relevance to these boys. They are
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hesitant when asked about their aspirations
and expectations. This hesitancy is not the re-
sult of indecision; rather it stems from the fact
that these boys see little choice involved in
getting a job. No matter how hard I pressed
him, for instance, Jinks refused to articulate
his aspirations: “I think you’re kiddin’ your-
self to have any. We’re just gonna take what-
ever we can get.” Jinks is a perceptive boy,
and his answer seems to be an accurate depic-
tion of the situation. Beggars cannot be
choosers, and these boys have nothing other
than unskilled labor to offer on a credential-
based job market.

It is difficult to gauge the aspirations of
most of the Hallway Hangers. Perhaps at a
younger age they had dreams for their fu-
tures. At ages sixteen, seventeen, and eight-
een, however, their own job experiences as
well as those of family members have con-
tributed to a deeply entrenched cynicism
about their futures. What is perceived as
the cold, hard reality of the job market
weighs very heavily on the Hallway Hang-
ers; they believe their preferences will have
almost no bearing on the work they actu-
ally will do. Their expectations are not
merely tempered by perceptions of the op-
portunity structure; even their aspirations
are crushed by their estimation of the job
market. These generalizations may seem
bold and rather extreme, but they do not
lack ethnographic support.

The pessimism and uncertainty with which
the Hallway Hangers view their futures
emerge clearly when the boys are asked to
speculate on what their lives will be like in
twenty years.

(all in separate interviews)

STONEY: Hard to say. I could be dead tomor-
row. Around here, you gotta take life day
by day.

Boo-Boo: I dunno. I don’t want to think
about it. I'll think about it when it comes.
FRANKIE: [ don’t fucking know. Twenty years.

I may be fucking dead. I live a day ata
time. I’ll probably be in the fucking pen.

SHORTY: Twenty years? I'm gonna be in jail.
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These responses are striking not only for the
insecurity and despondency they reveal, but
also because they do not include any mention
of work. It is not that work is unimportant—
for people as strapped for money as the Hall-
way Hangers are, work is crucial. Rather,
these boys are indifferent to the issue of future
employment. Work is a given; they all hope to
hold jobs of one kind or another in order to
support themselves and their families. But the
Hallway Hangers believe the character of
work, at least all work in which they are
likely to be involved, is essentially the same:
boring, undifferentiated, and unrewarding.
Thinking about their future jobs is a useless
activity for the Hallway Hangers. What is
there to think about?

For Steve and Jinks, although they do see
themselves employed in twenty years, work is
still of tangential importance.

JM: If you had to guess, what do you think
you’ll be doing twenty years from now?

(in separate interviews)

STEVE: I don’t fucking know. Working proba-
bly. Have my own pad, my own house.
Bitches, kids. Fucking fridge full of
brewskies. Fine wife, likes to get laid.

Jinks: Twenty years from now? Probably
kicked back in my own apartment doing
the same shit I’'m doing now—getting high.
T'll have a job, if Pm not in the service, if
war don’t break out, if 'm not dead. I just
take one day at a time.

Although the Hallway Hangers expect to
spend a good portion of their waking hours
on the job, work is important to them not as
an end in itself, but solely as a means to an
end—money.

In probing the occupational aspirations
and expectations of the Hallway Hangers, I
finally was able to élicit from them some spe-
cific hopes. Although Shorty never mentions
his expectations, the rest of the Hallway
Hangers have responded to my prodding
with some definite answers. The range of an-
swers as well as how they change over time
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are as significant as the particular hopes each
boy expresses.

Boo-Boo’s orientation toward work is typi-
cal of the Hallway Hangers. He has held a
number of jobs in the past, most of them in
the summer. During his freshman year in high
school Boo-Boo worked as a security guard at
school for $2.50 an hour in order to make
restitution for a stolen car he damaged. Boo-
Boo also has worked on small-scale construc-
tion projects through a summer youth em-
ployment program called Just-A-Start, at a
pipe manufacturing site, and as a clerk in a
gift shop. Boo-Boo wants to be an automobile
mechanic. Upon graduating from high school,
he studied auto mechanics at a technical
school on a scholarship. The only black stu-
dent in his class, Boo-Boo was expelled early
in his first term after racial antagonism
erupted into a fight. Boo-Boo was not alto-
gether disappointed, for he already was un-
happy with what he considered the program’s
overly theoretical orientation. (Howard Lon-
don found this kind of impatience typical of
working-class students in the community col-
lege he studied.S) Boo-Boo wanted hands-on
training, but “all’s they were doing was telling
me about how it’s made, stuff like that.” Boo-
Boo currently is unemployed, but he recently
had a chance for a job as a cook’s helper. Al-
though he was not hired, the event is signifi-
cant nevertheless because prior to the job in-
terview, Boo-Boo claimed that his ambition
now was to work in a restaurant. Here we
have an example of the primacy of the oppor-
tunity structure in determining the aspirations
of the Hallway Hangers. One job opening in
another field was so significant that the open-
ing prompted Boo-Boo to redefine totally his
aspirations.

In contrast to the rest of the Hallway Hang-
ers who are already on the job market, Steve
wants to stay in school for the two years re-
quired to get his diploma. Yet he has a similar
attitude toward his future work as do the
other youths. He quit his summer job with the
Just-A-Start program and has no concrete oc-
cupational aspirations. As for expectations,
he believes he might enlist in the Air Force af-
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ter graduation but adds, “I dunno. I might
just go up and see my uncle, do some fuckin’
construction or something,”

Many of these boys expect to enter military
service. Jinks and Frankie mention it as an op-
tion; Stoney has tried to enlist, but without
success. Although Jinks refuses to think in
terms of aspirations, he will say what he ex-
pects to do after he finishes school.

JM: What are you gonna do when you get
out?

JNks: Go into the service, like everybody
else. The navy.

JM: What about after that?

JINKS: After that, just get a job, live around
here.

JM: Do you have any idea what job you
wanna get?

Jinks: No. No particular job. Whatever I can
get.

Jinks subsequently quit school. He had
been working twenty hours a week making
clothes-racks in a factory with his brother. He
left school with the understanding that he
would be employed full-time, and he was
mildly content with his situation: “I got a job.
It ain’t a good job, but other things will come
along.” Two weeks later, he was laid off. For
the past three months he has been unem-
ployed, hanging full-time in doorway #13.

Shorty has worked construction in the past
and has held odd jobs such as shoveling snow.
Shorty, an alcoholic, has trouble holding
down a steady job, as he freely admits. He
was enrolled in school until recently. Ordered
by the court to a detoxification center, Shorty
apparently managed to convince the judge
that he had attended enough Alcoholics
Anonymous meetings in the meantime to sat-
isfy the court. He has not returned to school
since, nor has he landed a job. Given that
Shorty is often on the run from the police, he
is too preoccupied with pressing everyday
problems to give serious thought to his long-
term future. It is not surprising that my ill-
timed query about his occupational aspira-
tions met with only an impatient glare. . . .
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The definitions of aspirations and expecta-
tions given [earlier] suggest that an assess-
ment of the opportunity structure and of one’s
capabilities impinge on one’s preferences for
the future. However, the portrait of the Hall-
way Hangers painted in these pages makes
clear that “impinge” is not a strong enough
word. But are the leveled aspirations and pes-
simistic expectations of the Hallway Hangers
a result of strong negative assessments of their
capabilities or of the opportunity structure?

This is not an easy question to answer.
Doubtless, both factors come into play, but in
the case of the Hallway Hangers, evaluation
of the opportunity structure has the domi-
nant role. Although in a discussion of why
they do not succeed in school, the Hallway
Hangers point to personal inadequacy
(“We’re all just fucking burnouts”; “We
never did good anyways”), they look to out-
side forces as well. In general, they are confi-
dent of their own abilities.

(In a group interview)

JM: If you’ve got five kids up the high school
with all A’s, now are you gonna be able to
say that any of them are smarter than any
of you?

SLICK: (immediately) No.

JM: So how’d that happen?

SLICK: Because they’re smarter in some areas
just like we’re smarter in some areas. You
put them out here, right? And you put us
up where they’re living—they won’t be able
to survive out here.

SHORTY: But we’d be able to survive up there.

FRANKIE: See, what it is—they’re smarter
more academically because they’re taught
by teachers that teach academics.

JM: Not even streetwise, just academically,
do you think you could be up where they
are?

FRANKIE: Yeah.

CHRiS: Yeah.

SHORTY: Yeah.

JM: When it comes down to it, you’re just as
smart?

FRANKIE: Yeah.
SLICK: (matter-of-factly) We could be smarter.
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FRANKIE: Definitely.

CHRIS: On the street, like.

FRANKIE: We’re smart, we’re smart, but we’re
just smart [inaudible]. It’s fucking, y’know,
we’re just out to make money, man. I know
if I ever went to fucking high school and
college in a business course . ..

SLIcK: And concentrated on studying . . .

FRANKIE: I know I could make it. I am a busi-
nessmarn.

JM: So all of you are sure that if you put out
in school . ..

FRANKIE: Yeah! If I went into business, I
would, yeah. If I had the fucking money to
start out with like some of these fucking
rich kids, I’d be a millionaire. Fucking right
Iwould be.

Although these comments were influenced by
the dynamics of the group interview, they jibe
with the general sense of self-confidence the
Hallway Hangers radiate and indicate that
they do not have low perceptions of their own
abilities.

If their assessments of their own abilities do
not account for the low aspirations of the
Hallway Hangers, we are left, by way of ex-
planation, with their perceptions of the job
opportunity structure. The dominant view in
the United States is that American society is
an open one that values and differentially re-
wards individuals on the basis of their merits.
The Hallway Hangers question this view, for
it runs against the grain of their neighbors’
experiences, their families’ experiences, and
their own encounters with the labor market.

The Clarendon Heights community, as a
public housing development, is by definition
made up of individuals who do not hold even
modestly remunerative jobs. A large majority
are on additional forms of public assistance;
many are unemployed. Like most old housing
projects, Clarendon Heights tends to be a
cloistered, insular neighborhood, isolated
from the surrounding community. Although
younger residents certainly have external
points of reference, their horizons are never-
theless very narrow. Their immediate world is
composed almost entirely of people who have
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not “made it.” To look around at a great vari-
ety of people—some lazy, some alcoholics,
some energetic, some dedicated, some clever,
some resourceful—and to realize all of them
have been unsuccessful on the job market is
powerful testimony against what is billed as
an open society.

The second and much more intimate con-
tact these boys have with the job market is
through their families, whose occupational
histories only can be viewed as sad and disil-
lusioning by the Hallway Hangers. These are
not people who are slothful or slow-witted;
rather, they are generally industrious, intelli-
gent, and very willing to work. With members
of their families holding low-paying, unstable
jobs or unable to find work at all, the Hall-
way Hangers are unlikely to view the job op-
portunity structure as an open one,

The third level of experience on which the
Hallway Hangers draw is their own. These
boys are not newcomers to the job market. As
we have seen, all have held a variety of jobs.
All except Steve are now on the job market
year round, but only Stoney has a steady job.
With the exceptions of Chris, who presently is
satisfied with his success peddling drugs, and
Steve, who is still in school, the Hallway
Hangers are actively in search of decent work.
Although they always seem to be following
up on some promising lead, they are all unem-
ployed. Furthermore, some who were count-
ing on prospective employment have had their
hopes dashed when it fell through. The work
they have been able to secure typically has
been in menial, dead-end jobs paying mini-
mum wage.

Thus, their personal experience on the job
market and the experiences of their family
members and their neighbors have taught the
Hallway Hangers that the job market does
not necessarily reward talent or effort. Nei-
ther they nor their parents, older siblings, and
friends have shared in the “spoils” of eco-
nomic success. In short, the Hallway Hangers
are under no illusions about the openness of
the job opportunity structure. They are con-
scious, albeit vaguely, of a number of class-
based obstacles to economic and social ad-
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vancement. Slick, the most perceptive and ar-
ticulate of the Hallway Hangers, points out
particular barriers they must face.

Suick: Out here, there’s not the opportunity
to make money. That’s how you get into
stealin’ and all that shit.

(in a separate interview)

Stick: That’s why I went into the army—cuz
there’s no jobs out here right now for peo-
ple that, y’know, live out here. You have to
know somebody, right?

In discussing the problems of getting a job,
both Slick and Shorty are vocal.

Stick: All right, to get a job, first of all, this is
a handicap, out here. If you say you’re
from the projects or anywhere in this area,
that can hurt you. Right off the bat: repu-
tation.

SHORTY: Is this dude gonna rip me off, is he

SLICK: Is he gonna stab me?

SHORTY: Will he rip me off? Is he gonna set
up the place to do a score or somethin’?
tried to get a couple of my buddies jobs at
a place where I was working construction,
but the guy says, “I don’t want ’em if
they’re from there. I know you; you ain’t a
thief or nothing.”

Frankie also points out the reservations
prospective employers have about hiring
people who live in Clarendon Heights. “A
rich kid would have a better chance of get-
ting a job than me, yeah. Me, from where I
live, y’know, a high crime area, I was prob’ly
crime-breaking myself, which they think
your nice honest rich kid from a very re-
spected family would never do.”

Frankie also feels that he is discriminated
against because of the reputation that at-
taches to him because of his brothers’ illegal
exploits. “Especially me, like I've had a few
opportunities for a job, y’know. I didn’t get
it cuz of my name, because of my brothers,
y’know. So I was deprived right there, bang.
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Y’know they said, ‘No, no, no, we ain’t
havin’ no Dougherty work for us.”” In a sep-
arate discussion, Frankie again makes this
point. Arguing that he would have almost no
chance to be hired as a fireman, despite os-
tensibly meritocratic hiring procedures, even
if he scored very highly on the test, Frankie
concludes, “Just cuz fuckin’ where I'm from
and what my name is.”

The Hallway Hangers’ belief that the op-
portunity structure is not open also emerges
when we consider their responses to the ques-
tion of whether they have the same chance as
a middle- or upper-class boy to get a good
job. The Hallway Hangers generally respond
in the negative. When pushed to explain why,
Jinks and Steve made these responses, which
are typical.

(in separate interviews)
JiNks: Their parents got pull and shit.
STEVE: Their fucking parents know people.

Considering the boys’ employment experi-
ences and those of their families, it is not sur-
prising that the Hallway Hangers’ view of the
job market does not conform to the dominant
belief in the openness of the opportunity
structure. They see a job market where re-
wards are based not on meritocratic criteria,
but on “who you know.” If “connections” are
the keys to success, the Hallway Hangers
know that they are in trouble.

Aside from their assessment of the job op-
portunity structure, the Hallway Hangers are
aware of other forces weighing on their fu-
tures. A general feeling of despondency per-
vades the group. As Slick puts it, “The
younger kids have nothing to hope for.” The
Hallway Hangers often draw attention to spe-
cific incidents that support their general and
vague feelings of hopelessness and of the futil-
ity of nurturing aspirations or high expecta-
tions. Tales of police brutality, of uncaring
probation officers and callous judges, and of
the “pull and hook-ups of the rich kids” all
have a common theme, which Chris summa-
rizes, “We don’t get a fair shake and shit.” Al-
though they sometimes internalize the blame
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for their plight (Boo-Boo: “I just screwed up”;
Chris: “I guess I just don’t have what it
takes”; Frankie: “We’ve just fucked up”), the
Hallway Hangers also see, albeit in a vague
and imprecise manner, a number of hurdles in
their path to success with which others from
higher social strata do not have to contend.

Insofar as contemporary conditions under
capitalism can be conceptualized as a race by
the many for relatively few positions of
wealth and prestige, the low aspirations of the
Hallway Hangers, more than anything else,
seem to be a decision, conscious or uncon-
scious, to withdraw from the running. The
competition, they reason, is not a fair one
when some people have an unobstructed lane.
As Frankie maintains, the Hallway Hangers
face numerous barriers: “It’s a steeplechase,
man. It’s a motherfucking steeplechase.” The
Hallway Hangers respond in a way that sug-
gests only a “sucker” would compete seri-
ously under such conditions.

Chris’s perspective seems a poignant, accu-
rate description of the situation in which the
Hallway Hangers find themselves.

CHRIs: I gotta get a job, any fucking job. Just
a job. Make some decent money. If I could
make a hundred bucks a week, I'd work. I
just wanna get my mother out of the pro-
jects, that’s all. But 'm fucking up in
school. It ain’t easy, Jay. I hang out there
[in doorway #13] 'til about one o’clock
every night. I never want to go to school.
I"d much rather hang out and get high
again. It’s not that P'm dumb. You gimme
thirty bucks today, and I’ll give you one
hundred tomorrow. I dunno. It’s like I’'m in
a hole I can’t get out of. I guess I could get
out, but it’s hard as hell. It’s fucked up.

The Brothers:
Ready at the Starting Line

Just as the pessimism and uncertainty with
which the Hallway Hangers view their futures
emerges when we consider what they perceive
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their lives will be like in twenty years, so do
the Brothers’ long-term visions serve as a
valuable backdrop to our discussion of their
aspirations. The ethos of the Brothers’ peer
group is a positive one; they are not resigned
to a bleak future but are hoping for a bright
one. Nowhere does this optimism surface
more clearly than in the Brothers’ responses
to the question of what they will be doing in
twenty years. Note the centrality of work in
their views of the future.

(all in separate interviews)

SupER: I’ll have a house, a nice car, no one
bothering me. Won’t have to take no hard
time from no one. Yeah, I'll have a good
job, too.

Juan: Pl have a regular house, y’know, with
a yard and everything. I'll have a steady
job, a good job. I'll be living the good life,
the easy life.

MIKE: I might have a wife, some kids. I might
be holding down a regular business job like
an old guy. I hope I'll be able to do a lot of
skiing and stuff like that when I’'m old.

CRAIG: I'll probably be having a good job on
my hands, I think. Working in an office as
an architect, y’know, with my own draw-
ing board, doing my own stuff, or at least
close to there.

James takes a comic look into his future
without being prompted to do so. “The ones
who work hard in school, eventually it’s
gonna pay off for them and everything, and
they’re gonna have a good job and a family
and all that. Not me though! ’'m gonna have
myself. 'm gonna have some money. And a
different girl every day. And a different car.
And be like this (poses with one arm around
an imaginary girl and the other on a steering
wheel).”

The Brothers do not hesitate to name their
occupational goals. Although some of the
Brothers are unsure of their occupational as-
pirations, none seems to feel that nurturing an
aspiration is a futile exercise. The Brothers
have not resigned themselves to taking what-
ever they can get. Rather, they articulate spe-
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cific occupational aspirations (although these
often are subject to change and revision).

Like all the Brothers, Super has not had ex-
tensive experience on the job market; he only
has worked at summer jobs. For the past
three summers, he has worked for the city do-
ing maintenance work in parks and school
buildings through a CETA-sponsored summer
youth employment program. During the last
year, Super’s occupational aspirations have
fluctuated widely. His initial desire to become
a doctor was met with laughter from his
friends. Deterred by their mocking and by a
realization of the schooling required to be a
doctor, Super immediately decided that he
would rather go into business: “Maybe I can
own my own shop and shit.” This aspiration,
however, also was ridiculed. “Yeah, right,”
commented Mokey, “Super’ll be pimping the
girls, that kinda business.” In private, how-
ever, Super still clings to the hope of becoming
a doctor, although he cites work in the com-
puter field as a more realistic hope. “Really, I
don’t know what I should do now. I’'m kinda
confused. First I said I wanna go into comput-
ers, right? Take up that or a doctor.” The
vagueness of Super’s aspirations is important;
once again, we get a glimpse of how little is
known about the world of middle-class work,
even for somebody who cleatly aspires to it.
Of one thing Super is certain: “I just know [
wanna get a good job.”

Although Super does not distinguish be-
tween what constitutes a good job and what
does not, he does allude to criteria by which
the quality of a job can be judged. First, a
good job must not demand that one “work on
your feet,” a distinction, apparently, between
white and blue-collar work. Second, a good
job implies at least some authority in one’s
workplace, a point Super makes cleatly, if in a
disjointed manner. “Bosses—if you don’t come
on time, they yell at you and stuff like that.
They want you to do work and not sit down
and relax and stuff like that, y’know. I want to
try and be a boss, y’know, tell people what to
do. See, I don’t always want people telling me
what to do, y’know—the low rank. I wanna
try to be with people in the high rank.” Al-
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though Super does not know what occupation
he would like to enter, he is certain that he
wants a job that is relatively high up in a
vaguely defined occupational hierarchy. . ..

The Brothers display none of the cockiness
about their own capabilities that the Hallway
Hangers exhibit. Instead, they attribute lack
of success on the job market exclusively to
personal inadequacy. This is particulatly true
when the Brothers speculate about the future
jobs the Hallway Hangers and their own
friends will have. According to the Brothers,
the Hallway Hangers (in Super’s words) “ain’t
gonna get nowhere,” not because of the
harshness of the job market but because they
are personally lacking. The rest of the Broth-
ers share this view.

JM: Some of those guys who hang with
Frankie, they’re actually pretty smart. They
just don’t channel that intelligence into
school, it seems to me.

CRAIG: I call that stupid, man. That’s what
they are.

JM: I dunno.

CRAIG: Lazy.

(in a separate interview)

SUPER: They think they’re so tough they don’t
have to do work. That don’t make sense,
really. You ain’t gonna get nowhere; all’s
you gonna do is be back in the projects like
your mother. Depend on your mother to
give you money every week. You ain’t
gonna get a good job. As you get older,
you’ll think about that, y’know. It’ll come
to your mind. “Wow, I can’t believe, I
should’ve just went to school and got my
education.”

(tn a separate interview)

Mokey: They all got attitude problems. They
just don’t got their shit together. Like Steve,
They have to improve themselves.

In the eyes of the Brothers, the Hallway
Hangers have attitude problems, are inca-
pable of considering their long-term future,
and are lazy or stupid.
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Because this evidence is tainted (no love is
lost between the two peer groups), it is signifi-
cant that the Brothers apply the same criteria
in judging each other’s chances to gain mean-
ingful employment. James thinks Mokey is
headed for a dead-end job because he is im-
mature and undisciplined. He also blames
Juan for currently being out of work. “Juan’s
outta school, and Juan does not have a job
(said with contempt). Now that’s some kind
of a senior. When I'm a senior, I’'m gonna
have a job already. I can see if you’re gonna
go to college right when you get out of
school; but Juan’s not doin’ nothin’. He’s just
stayin’ home.” Juan, in turn, thinks that
Mokey and Super will have difficulty finding
valuable work because of their attitudes. He
predicts that Derek and Craig will be success-
ful for the same reason.

These viewpoints are consistent with the
dominant ideology in America; barriers to
success are seen as personal rather than so-
cial. By attributing failure to personal inade-
quacy, the Brothers exonerate the opportu-
nity structure. Indeed, it is amazing how
often they affirm the openness of American
society.

(all in separate interviews)

DEREK: If you put your mind to it, if you
want to make a future for yourself, there’s
no reason why you can’t. It’s a question of
attitude.

SUPER: It’s easy to do anything, as long as
you set your mind to it, if you wanna do
it. If you really want to do it, if you really
want to be something. If you don’t want
todoit...you ain’t gonna make it. I
gotta get that through my mind: 1 wanna
do it. I wanna be somethin’. [ don’t
wanna be livin’ in the projects the rest of
my life.

MOKEY: It’s not like if they’re rich they get
picked [for a job]; it’s just mattered by the
knowledge of their mind.

CRAIG: If you work hard, it’ll pay off in the
end.

MIKE: If you work hard, really put your mind
to it, you can do it. You can make it.



This view of the opportunity structure as an
essentially open one that rewards intelligence,
effort, and ingenuity is shared by all the
Brothers. Asked whether their chances of se-
curing a remunerative job are as good as
those of an upper-class boy from a wealthy
district of the city, they all responded affirma-
tively. Not a single member of the Hallway
Hangers, in contrast, affirms the openness of
American society. . . .

Reproduction Theory Reconsidersd

This basic finding—that two substantially dif-
ferent paths are followed within the general
framework of social reproduction—is a major
challenge to economically determinist theo-
ries. Two groups of boys from the same social
stratum who live in the same housing project
and attend the same school nevertheless expe-
rience the process of social reproduction in
fundamentally different ways. This simple
fact alone calls into question many of the the-
oretical formulations of Bowles and Gintis.
If, as they argue, social class is the overriding
determinant in social reproduction, what ac-
counts for the variance in the process between
the Brothers and Hallway Hangers? Bowles
and Gintis, in considering a single school,
maintain that social reproduction takes place
primarily through educational tracking. Dif-
ferential socialization through educational
tracking prepares working-class students for
working-class jobs and middle-class students
for middle-class jobs. But the Hallway Hang-
ers and the Brothers, who are from the same
social class background and exposed to the
curricular structure of the school in the same
manner, undergo the process of social repro-
duction in substantially different manners.
The theory of Bowles and Gintis cannot ex-

N -._ Plain this difference.

\\\Bourdieu’s notion of habitus, however, can
be'used to differentiate the Hallway Hangers
and the Brothers.” The habitus, as defined by
Giroux, is “the subjective dispositions which
reflect a class-based social grammar of taste,
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knowledge, and behavior inscribed in ...
each developing person.”$ According to Bour-
dieu, the habitus is primarily a function of so-
cial class. Bourdieu does not give an adequate
sense of the internal structure of the habitus,
but there is some precedent in his work for in-
corporating other factors into constructions
of the habitus; for example, he differentiates
people not only by gender and class, but also
by whether they come from Paris or not. Al-
though Bourdieu sometimes gives the impres-
sion of a homogeneity of habitus within the
boundaries of social class, I understand habi-
tus to be constituted at the level of the family
and thus can include, as constitutive of the
habitus, factors such as ethnicity, educational
histories, peer associations, and demographic
characteristics (e.g., geographical mobility,
duration of tenancy in public housing, sibling
order, and family size) as these shape individ-
ual action. Although Bourdieu never really
develops the notion along these lines, he does
allude to the complexity and interplay of me-
diations within the habitus. “The habitus ac-
quired in the family underlies the structuring
of school experiences, and the habitus trans-
formed by schooling, itself diversified, in turn
underlies the structuring of all subsequent ex-
periences (e.g. the reception and assimilation
of the messages of the culture industry or
work experiences), and so on, from restruc-
turing to restructuring.”® When understood
along the lines I have indicated, the concept of
habitus becomes flexible enough to accommo-
date the interactions among ethnicity, family,
schooling, work experiences, and peer associ-
ations that have been documented [here].
Although we may accept the notion of
habitus as a useful explanatory tool, we must
reject the inevitability of its furnction in Bour-
dieu’s theoretical scheme. According to Bour-
dieu, the habitus functions discreetly to inte-
grate individuals into a social world geared to
the interests of the ruling classes; habitus en-
genders attitudes and conduct that are com-
patible with the reproduction of class inequal-
ity. The outstanding example of this process s
the development by working-class individuals
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of depressed aspirations that mirror their ac-
tual chances for social advancement.

The circular relationship Bourdieu posits
between objective opportunities and subjec-
tive hopes is incompatible with the findings
[presented here]. The Brothers, whose objec-
tive life chances probably were lower origi-
nally than those available to the Hallway
Hangers because of racial barriers to success,
nevertheless nurture higher aspirations than
do the Hallway Hangers. By emphasizing
structural determinants at the expense of me-
diating factors that influence subjective ren-
derings of objective probabilities, Bourdieu
presumes too mechanistic and simplistic a re-
lationship between aspiration and opportu-
nity. This component of his theory fails to
fathom how a number of factors lie between
and mediate the influence of social class
on individuals; Bourdieu cannot explain,
for instance, how ethnicity intervenes in the
process of aspiration formation and social
reproduction.

Thus, the theoretical formulations of
Bowles and Gintis and the deterministic ele-
ments of Bourdieu’s theory, although elegant
and intuitively plausible, are incapable of ac-
counting for the processes of social reproduc-
tion as they have been observed and docu-
mented in Clarendon Heights. These theories
give an excellent account of the hidden struc-
tural and ideological determinants that con-
strain members of the working class and limit
the options of Clarendon Heights teenagers.
What the Hallway Hangers and the Brothers
demonstrate quite clearly, however, is that the
way in which individuals and groups respond
to structures of domination is open-ended. Al-
though there is no way to avoid class-based
constraints, the outcomes are not predefined.
Bowles and Gintis and Bourdieu pay too little
attention to the active, creative role of indi-
vidual and group praxis. As Giroux main-
tains, what is missing from such theories “is
not only the issue of resistance, but also any
attempt to delineate the complex ways in
which working-class subjectivities are consti-
tuted.”10
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From Ethnography to Theory

Once we descend into the world of actual hu-
man lives, we must take our theoretical bear-
ings to make some sense of the social land-
scape, but in doing so we invariably find that
the theories are incapable of accounting for
much of what we see. The lives of the Hall-
way Hangers and the Brothers cannot be re-
duced to structural influences or causes; al-
though structural forces weigh upon the
individuals involved, it is necessary, in the
words of Willis, “to give the social agents in-
volved some meaningful scope for viewing,
inhabiting, and constructing their own world
in a way which is recognizably human and
not theoretically reductive.”? We must ap-
preciate both the importance and the relative
autonomy of the cultural level at which indi-
viduals, alone or in concert with others, wrest
meaning out of the flux of their lives.

The possibilities open to these boys as
lower-class teenagers are limited structurally
from the outset. That they internalize the ob-
jective probabilities for social advancement to
some degree is beyond question. The process
by which this takes place, however, is influ-
enced by a whole series of intermediate fac-
tors. Because gender is constant in the study
discussed in these pages, race is the principal
variable affecting the way in which these
youths view their situation. Ethnicity intro-
duces new structurally determined constraints
on social mobility, but it also serves as a medi-
ation through which the limitations of class
are refracted and thus apprehended and un-
derstood differently by different racial groups.
The Brothers comprehend and react to their
situation in a manner entirely different from
the response the Hallway Hangers make to a
similar situation; ethnicity introduces a new
dynamic that makes the Brothers more recep-
tive to the achievement ideology. Their accep-
tance of this ideology affects their aspirations
but also influences, in tandem with parental
encouragement, their approach to school and
the character of their peer group, factors that
in turn bear upon their aspirations.
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If we modify the habitus by changing the
ethnicity variable and altering a few details of
family occupational and educational histories
and duration of tenancy in public housing, we
would have the Hallway Hangers. As white
lower-class youths, the Hallway Hangers view
and interpret their situation in a different
light, one that induces them to reject the
achievement ideology and to develop aspira-
tions and expectations quite apart from those
the ideology attempts to generate. The resul-
tant perspective, which is eventuaily rein-
forced by the Hallway Hangers’ contact with
the job market, informs the boys’ approach to
school and helps us understand the distinctive
attributes of this peer group. Thus, although
social class is of primary importance, there
are intermediate factors at work that, as con-
stitutive of the habitus, shape the subjective
responses of the two groups of boys and pro-
duce quite different expectations and actions.

Having grown up in an environment where
success is not common, the Hallway Hangers
see that the connection between effort and re-
ward is not as clearcut as the achievement
ideology would have them believe. Because it
runs counter to the evidence in their lives and
because it represents a forceful assault on
their self-esteem, the Hallway Hangers repu-
diate the achievement ideology. Given that
their parents are inclined to see the ideology
in the same light, they do not counter their
sons’ rejection of the American Dream.

A number of important ramifications fol-
low from the Hallway Hangers’ denial of the
dominant ideology: the establishment of a
peer group that provides alternative means of
generating self-esteem, the rejection of school
and antagonism toward teachers, and, of
course, the leveling of aspirations. In schema-
tizing the role of the peer group, it is difficult
not to appear tautological, for the group does
wield a reciprocal influence on the boys: It at-
tracts those who are apt to reject school and
the\qchievemcnt ideology and those with low
aspirations and then deepens these individu-
als’ initial proclivities and further shapes them
to fit the gf’:%\But at the same time, the peer
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subculture itself, handed down from older to
younger boys, is the product of the particular
factors that structure the lives of white
teenagers in Clarendon Heights.

In addition to the peer group, the curricular
structure of the school solidifies the low aspi-
rations of the Hallway Hangers by channeling
them into programs that prepare students for
manual labor jobs. Low aspirations, in turn,
make the Hallway Hangers more likely to dis-
miss school as irrelevant. Once on the job
market, the Hallway Hangers’ inability to se-
cure even mediocre jobs further dampens
their occupational hopes. Thus although each
individual ultimately retains autonomy in the
subjective interpretation of his situation, the
leveled aspirations of the Hallway Hangers
are to a large degree a response to the limita-
tions of social class as they are manifest in the
Hallway Hangers’ social world.

The Brothers’ social class origins are only
marginally different from those of the Hall-
way Hangers. Being black, the Brothers also
must cope with racially rooted barriers to
success that, affirmative action measures not-
withstanding, structurally inhibit the proba-
bilities for social advancement, although to a
lesser degree than do shared class limitations.
What appears to be a comparable objective
situation to that of the Hallway Hangers,
however, is apprehended in a very different
manner by the Brothers.

As black teenagers, the Brothers intetpret
their families’ occupational and educational
records in a much different light than do the
Hallway Hangers. Judging by the Brothers’®
constant affirmation of equality of opportu-
nity, the boys believe that racial injustice has
been curbed in the United States in the last
twenty years. Whereas in their parents’ time
the link between effort and reward was very
tenuous for blacks, the Brothers, in keeping
with the achievement ideology, see the connec-
tion today as very strong: “If you work hard,
it’ll pay off in the end” (Craig). Hence, the
achievement ideology is more compatible with
the Brothers’ attitudes than with those of the
Hallway Hangers, for whom it cannot succeed
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against overwhelming contrary evidence. The
ideology is not as emotionally painful for the
Brothers to accept because past racial discrim-
ination can help account for their families’
poverty, whereas the Hallway Hangers, if the
ideology stands, are afforded no explanation
outside of laziness and stupidity for their par-
ents’ failures. The optimism that acceptance of
the achievement ideology brings for the Broth-
ers is encouraged and reinforced by their par-
ents. Thus, we see how in the modified habitus
ethnicity affects the Brothers’ interpretation of
their social circumstances and leads to accep-
tance of the achievement ideology, with all the
concomitant results.

Postscript: The Hallway Hangers and
Brothers Eght Years Later

“Hey, Jay, what the fuck brings you back to
the Ponderosa?” Greeted by Steve in July
1991, I surveyed a Clarendon Heights that
had changed considerably since 1983. Steve
jerked his thumb over his shoulder at a group
of African American teenagers lounging in the
area outside doorway #13, previously the pre-
serve of the Hallway Hangers. “How do you
like all the new niggers we got here? Mother-
fuckers’ve taken over, man.” I asked Steve
about Frankie, Slick, and the other Hallway
Hangers. “I'm the only one holding down the
fort,” he answered. “Me and Jinks—he lives
in the back. The rest of ’em pretty much cut
loose, man.”

In their mid-twenties, the seven Hallway
Hangers should be in the labor force full time.
Most of them aren’t: They are unemployed or
imprisoned, or are working sporadically ei-
ther for firms “under the table” or for them-
selves in the drug economy. . . . The Hallway
Hangers have been trapped in what
economists call the secondary labor market—
the subordinate segment of the job structure
where the market is severely skewed against
workers. Jobs in the primary labor markets
provide wages that can support families and
an internal career structure, but the rules of

the game are different in the secondary labor
market. Wages are lower, raises are infre-
quent, training is minimal, advancement is
rare, and turnover is high.

When the legitimate job market fails them,
the Hallway Hangers can turn to the under-
ground economy. Since 1984 almost all of the
Hallway Hangers have at least supplemented
their income from earnings in the burgeoning,
multibillion-dollar drug market. The street
economy promises better money than does
conventional employment. It also provides a
work site that does not demean the Hallway
Hangers or drain their dignity. As workers in
the underground economy, they won’t have to
take orders from a boss’s arrogant son, nor
will they have to gossip with office colleagues
and strain to camouflage their street identi-
ties. . . .

Although they have certainly fared better
than the Hallway Hangers, the Brothers have
themselves stumbled economically in the tran-
sition to adulthood. Even more so than the
Hallway Hangers, the Brothers have been em-
ployed in the service sector of the economy.
They have bagged groceries, stocked shelves,
flipped hamburgers, delivered pizzas, repaired
cars, serviced airplanes, cleaned buildings,
moved furniture, driven tow trucks, pumped
gas, delivered auto parts, and washed dishes.
They have also worked as mail carriers,
cooks, clerks, computer operators, bank
tellers, busboys, models, office photocopiers,
laborers, soldiers, baggage handlers, security
guards, and customer service agents. Only
Mike, as a postal service employee, holds a
unionized position. Although their experi-
ences on the labor market have been varied,
many of the Brothers have failed to move out
of the secondary labor market. Instead, like
the Hallway Hangers, they have been stuck in
low-wage, high-turnover jobs. . . .

These results are depressing. The experi-
ences of the Hallway Hangers since 1984
show that opting out of the contest—neither
playing the game nor accepting its rules—is
not a viable option. Incarceration and other
less explicit social penalties are applied by so-
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ciety when the contest is taken on one’s own
terms. There is no escape: The Hallway Hang-
ers must still generate income, build relation-
ships, and establish households. Trapped in-
side the game, the Hallway Hangers now
question their youthful resistance to schooling
and social norms. Granted the opportunity to
do it over again, the Hallway Hangers say
they would have tried harder to succeed.

But the Brothers have always tried, which is
why their experiences between 1984 and 1991
are as disheartening as the Hallway Hangers’.
If the Hangers show that opting out of the
contest is not a viable option, the Brothers
show that dutifully playing by the rules hardly
guarantees success either. Conservative and
liberal commentators alike often contend that
if the poor would only apply themselves, be-
have responsibly, and adopt bourgeois values,
then they will propel themselves into the mid-
dle class. The Brothers followed the recipe
quite closely, but the outcomes are disappoint-
ing. They illustrate how rigid and durable the
class structure is. Aspiration, application, and
intelligence often fail to cut through the firm
figurations of structural inequality. Though
not impenetrable, structural constraints on op-
portunity, embedded in both schools and job
markets, turn out to be much more debilitat-
ing than the Brothers anticipated. Their
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dreams of comfortable suburban bliss cur-
rently are dreams deferred, and are likely to
end up as dreams denied.
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P THE “NEW STRUCTURALISM?”

MICHAEL J. PIORE

The Dual Labor Market:
Theory and Implications

The central tenet of [my] analysis is that the
role of employment and of the disposition of
manpower in perpetuating poverty can be
best understood in terms of a dual labor mar-
ket. One sector of that market, which I have
termed elsewhere the primary market,! offers
jobs which possess several of the following
traits: high wages, good working conditions,
employment stability and job security, equity
and due process in the administration of work
rules, and chances for advancement. The sec-
ondary sector has jobs that are decidedly less
attractive, compared with those in the pri-
mary sector. They tend to involve low wages,
poor working conditions, considerable vari-
ability in employment, harsh and often arbi-
trary discipline, and little opportunity to ad-
vance. The poor are confined to the secondary
labor market. Eliminating poverty requires
that they gain access to primary employment.

The factors that generate the dual market
structure and confine the poor to the sec-
ondary sector are complex. With some injus-
tice to that complexity, they may be summa-
rized: First, the most important characteristic
distinguishing primary from secondary jobs

Originally published in 1970. Please see complete
source information beginning on page 891.

appears to be the behavioral requirements
they impose upon the work force, particularly
that of employment stability. Insofar as sec-
ondary workers are barred from primary jobs
by a real qualification, it is generally their in-
ability to show up for work regularly and on
time. Secondary employers are far more toler-
ant of lateness and absenteeism, and many
secondary jobs are of such short duration that
these do not matter. Work skills, which re-
ceive considerable emphasis in most discus-
sions of poverty and employment, do not ap-
pear a major barrier to primary employment
(although, because regularity and punctuality
are important to successful learning in school
and on the job, such behavioral traits tend to
be highly correlated with skills).

Second, certain workers who possess the
behavioral traits required to operate effi-
ciently in primary jobs are trapped in the sec-
ondary market because their superficial char-
acteristics resemble those of secondary
workers. This identification occurs because
employment decisions are generally made on
the basis of a few readily (and hence inexpen-
sively) assessed traits like race, demeanor, ac-
cent, educational attainment, test scores, and
the like. Such traits tend to be statistically cor-
related with job performance but not neces-
sarily (and probably not usually) causally re-
lated to it. Hence, a number of candidates
who are rejected because they possess the
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