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Preface

Several years ago I wrote a book about work, The Corrosion of Character: The Personal Consequences of Work in the New Capitalism, and I’d meant this book to be a companion volume about welfare. Welfare clients often complain of being treated without respect. But the lack of respect they experience occurs not simply because they are poor, old, or sick. Modern society lacks positive expressions of respect and recognition for others.

To be sure, society has a master idea: it is that by treating one another as equals we affirm mutual respect. However, can we only respect people who are equal in strength to ourselves? Some inequalities are arbitrary but others are intractable—such as differences of talent. People in modern society generally fail to convey mutual regard and recognition across these boundaries.

The hard counsel of equality comes home to people within the welfare system when they feel their own claims to the attention of others lie solely in their problems, in the facts of their neediness. To earn respect, they must not be weak; they must not be needy.

When welfare clients are urged to “earn” self-respect, this usually means becoming materially self-sufficient. But in the larger society self-respect depends not only on economic standing, but on what one does, how one achieves it. Self-respect cannot be “earned” in quite the same way people earn money. And again inequality intrudes; someone at the bottom of the social order can achieve self-respect but its possession is fragile.

The relation between respect and inequality has become my theme. As I began writing out my thoughts, I realized how much it has shaped my own life. I grew up in the welfare system, then escaped from it by virtue of my talents. I hadn’t lost respect for those I’d left behind, but my own sense of self-worth lay in the way I’d left them behind. So I was hardly a neutral observer; were I to write an honest book on this subject I would have to write in part from my own experience. Much as I like reading memoirs by others, however, I dislike personal confession.

So this book became an experiment. It’s neither a book of practical policies for the welfare state nor a full-blown autobiography. I’ve tried to use my own experience, rather, as a starting point for exploring a larger social problem.
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Scarcity of Respect


Lack of respect, though less aggressive than an outright insult, can take an equally wounding form. No insult is offered another person, but neither is recognition extended; he or she is not seen—as a full human being whose presence matters.

When a society treats the mass of people in this way, singling out only a few for recognition, it creates a scarcity of respect, as though there were not enough of this precious substance to go around. Like many famines, this scarcity is man-made; unlike food, respect costs nothing. Why, then, should it be in short supply?






Chapter One
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Memories of Cabrini



The Housing Project

Early in the last century, poor American blacks began to escape the serfdom of the rural South by moving to cities up North. When the Second World War began, this tide of migrants swelled; both black women and black men found industrial work in the war factories, which gave the women an alternative to domestic service. In Chicago, my native city, whites were no better disposed to blacks than down South; the appearance of these new industrial laborers prompted immigrant Poles, Greeks, and Italians to move away from the blacks, even if they all had to work together. However, the city’s planners sought to break white flight from neighborhoods in which blacks settled by building new housing in the middle of Chicago, reserving a certain number of places for the white poor. Cabrini Green was such a racially mixed enclave, and it was here that I spent part of my childhood.

In later years Cabrini became an emblem for all that was worst in public housing—full of drugs and guns, its lawns carpeted in broken glass and dog shit. But in the late 1940s, the architecture of this housing project would have seemed to an outsider simply dull—plain long, low boxes without any softening ornament. The plumbing worked, the lawns were green, there were good schools nearby. Indeed, for blacks coming to Chicago, “the future seemed bright,” one observer later said of a project like ours; these cinder-block houses replaced the tarpaper shacks in which many people had lived in the South, the projects sending a signal that the larger society at last recognized their historic plight.1 “Back then,” my neighbor Gloria Hayes Morgan has written, “the Frances Cabrini Homes were just clean cheap housing that families were glad to have until they could do better.”2

To the poor in Cabrini Green who were white, however, public housing sent a different signal.

Racial strife had a long history in Chicago; by the Second World War the authorities knew they had to address it. When Cabrini opened in 1942, the authorities proposed to the poor white: if you will live in the midst of blacks, we will take care of your rent. The war had created a housing shortage in the city, particularly of cheap housing. Like government planners before and since, the designers of Cabrini Green sought to remedy a large social evil in meeting that practical welfare need, using housing as a “tool” for combating racial segregation. It was not a tool they wielded directly; to my knowledge, none of the creators of Cabrini Green actually lived among us. Nor did the city’s then small black bourgeoisie live here. I do not know if our neighbors were more or less racist than other whites. But whatever their views, they had become the servants of racial inclusion as imagined by a superior class.

Originally Cabrini was meant to be 75 percent white and 25 percent black. By the time it opened its doors, those percentages were reversed.3 My mother remembered many middle-class white people driven by the housing shortage into the project, but statistically, middle-class residents were few in number and the first to escape.4 Other whites, destined to stay longer in Cabrini Green, included wounded war veterans who could not work full-time, and the authorities had also lodged among us some mental patients not ill enough to remain in hospital but too fragile to live on their own. This mixed community of blacks, the white poor, the wounded, and the deranged framed the subjects of the experiment in social inclusion.

There was nothing peculiarly American in the effort to use housing for the poor as a laboratory for unresolved problems in the larger society. In Britain, Jeremy Bentham had, early in the nineteenth century, imagined that new workers’ housing might serve as an exemplar of a more cohesive, integrated society; the British Artisans’ and Labourers’ Dwelling Act of 1868 aimed to show how market capitalism might be tamed through shaping the physical fabric of the city. The first Peabody Trust housing conducted architectural experiments in how “to design a life, not just a house.” All these British efforts focused on class. Cabrini and similar American housing developments in the twentieth century were special in that they sought to treat together two equally large, gaping social wounds: race and class.5

I should perhaps explain why my mother, who came from yet another kind of background, came to live in the project. The daughter of a brilliant but eccentric inventor—my grandfather worked out the mechanism of the phone-answering machine but never bothered to patent it—my mother spent her youth in the turbulence of radical politics and artistic experiment of the Great Depression. She was politically committed, but she wanted to write, and what she wanted to write was good sentences whether political or not.

In the mid-1930s she met my father, who shortly thereafter departed for the Spanish Civil War with his brother, the most politically inflamed member of our family. The war against fascism in Spain drew idealistic soldiers from around the world; many went home disillusioned by communism, a disillusion capped by the Hitler-Stalin Pact of 1939. So it was for my father, whose personal life became unstrung. In an effort to hold their marriage together, my parents conceived me, and as so often happens in such cases, my birth proved the end of their marriage. My father fled when I was a few months old—I never met him—and my mother was financially down on her luck. Since her youth she had written plays and short stories; now there was no money for that. We moved to Cabrini in 1946, when I was three.

With one exception, I’ve necessarily had to reconstruct the years we spent there from the memoirs of others, from official documents, and particularly from my mother’s writings.

In a memoir my mother wrote about Cabrini, for instance, she recalled our own apartment: “two rooms and a bath… at the entrance to the bedroom stood a coal stove, and several times a day I shook the ashes through and swept the living room floor…”6 What initially struck her, though, was the noise outside. The apartment seemed “like a beleaguered ship. Around it, from early morning until far into evening, there rose a sea of sound… voices screaming, laughing, wailing, shouting.”7 The taxi driver who initially transported us to Cabrini could not believe, my mother said, that a nice young woman and child would be moving there.

My mother remembered me, after eighteen months there, as a boy who was “unusually large, and seems older than five, with a thoughtful, serious face.”8 In two years, my size would be the saving of me in the streets. My seriousness would also prove the saving of me; I loved listening to music and learning to read. My mother had begun the career which would eventually make her a distinguished social worker. We may well have seemed strange to our new neighbors, the two rooms filled with books and classical music. I imagine, moreover, that our temporary poverty did not carry the same stigma it might have inflicted on many of our white neighbors.

That stigma could be measured by the geography of the city. Cabrini Green was only eight city blocks west of Chicago’s “Gold Coast”; this was and remains a ribbon of high-rise apartments for the wealthy which runs along Lake Michigan. The Gold Coast was simply too rich to count in most people’s reckonings of their social standing.9 To the west of the project, however, space meant more. Just beyond Cabrini Green lay the mosaic of neighborhoods in which the European immigrants to Chicago had first settled, streets on which people still spoke German, Polish, or Greek. Farther west were the beginnings of suburban developments to which the children of the immigrants began migrating after the Second World War: here could be found houses with garages, with bits of private lawn—signs a family was rising into the lower middle class.

The whites in our housing project had little prospect of moving west. Many, as I say, were people who had not managed to pull themselves together from the stresses of the Great Depression in the 1930s or from the war. Their cousins visited the project on weekends, parking the enormous American automobiles of the time in front of our concrete boxes, cars we children surrounded and stroked like pets.

Everyone in Cabrini had a passive relationship to the project because of its architecture. None of the residents had a hand in designing where we lived. The plan itself was a rigid grid of low-rise houses; the lawns and open spaces outside admitted no gardening by the residents. Next to Cabrini there was added fifteen years later a group of high-rise buildings, called the Robert Taylor Homes. These new building were designed to be even more directive, their elevators guarded, their floor layout dictating where beds, tables, and sofas could be placed.

Given the horror the project later became, I want to emphasize the positive side of these controls; as in Viennese workers’ housing from the 1920s, these Chicago architectural severities symbolized something new and clean, a designer’s modernist flag.

Passivity of a more social sort, however, was also imposed, and this was more likely to dent people’s self-respect. The inhabitants of Cabrini Green and the Robert Taylor Homes were not allowed to choose their neighbors; that decision was made for them by the Chicago Housing Authority, a judgment made of the tenant’s character as well as of his or her cash. Evidently there was a tenants’ committee, but it was permitted few powers; my aunt later told me that the officials who mattered in running the project seldom bothered to attend its meetings.

I have one sharp memory of my own from these years, an incident of racial violence in the project between black and white children a little older than I was, occurring just before we first left the project, when I was seven.

Several of the buildings ringing Cabrini Green had been abandoned, their empty rooms full of broken windows and building waste. Here, in facing empty tenements, white children hid in rooms on one side of the street, black children on the other, in order to play the game of “glass wars.” The game involved slinging panes of glass across the street, like skipping stones across the water; when you cut someone on the other side, you scored a point.

For children the glass wars more provided the pleasure of physical violence than expressed racial hate; Gloria Morgan writes that within the project there was “just enough static in the air to generate occasional friction” in the racial climate.10 The thrill of the glass wars was the blood. Players scored few points directly, since it was easy to peer outside and see the glass coming. The game became dangerous when errant panes shattered against the back walls of the rooms; players got shards of glass stuck in their ankles or hands.

Once, however, a young black girl nearly died of a cut to her neck. Her teammates got her to a hospital by flagging down a passing bus; the hospital called not the parents but the police, the police again called the school rather than the parents, the school called out a platoon of social workers, who descended upon the community. The parents thus learned about the incident only after it was over, managed by professionals.

My aunt later cited this incident to me as one reason why my mother became desperate to move out. Evidently our white neighbors were angry at the authorities for interfering; the black parents were more angry at their own children for attracting the attention of the authorities. The difference makes sense. Down South, an incident like this could have sparked off attacks on black adults; the demons of racism could be roused no matter who was the victim. For the Chicago whites, the problem was that the authorities had usurped the parental role; other adults had stepped in first.

When I returned to Chicago for university, an elderly teacher in the local school told me that she remembered the incident quite well, because the white parents had turned on her, believing she had known about the fights all along but kept it from them. Years later, when interviewing white working-class families in Boston, I noticed a peculiar turn of phrase to express this conviction. It was use of the word “them” as equally applicable to poor blacks and to liberal, middle-class professionals like teachers and social workers. The usage confounds race and class, marking “them” as a single invasive threat; it expresses a working-class fear of vulnerability. In Boston, white workers fought “them” in resisting for decades forced racial integration in schools. In Chicago, the whites in Cabrini Green had accepted cheap, integrated housing; no high wall could protect “us” from “them.”

Fifty years later, with all the distortions and whatever wisdom of hindsight, it appears to me that Cabrini posed two problems which could challenge its residents’ sense of self-worth. One was adult dependence, a condition which American adults tend to fear as demeaning; “welfare dependency” is a synonym for humiliation. Race shaped that humiliating dependence in Cabrini; the need of our white neighbors for housing forced them into racial relations which more privileged whites avoided.

The other problem was that the project denied people control over their own lives. They were rendered spectators to their own needs, mere consumers of care provided to them. It was here that they experienced that peculiar lack of respect which consists of not being seen, not being accounted as full human beings. The aftermath of the glass wars signaled that invisibility to the whites in the project; to blacks, such scarcity of respect was an age-old condition.


Escape

With an American turn of the social kaleidoscope, our fortunes slowly improved. When we left Cabrini, my still-single mother began to make her way as a social worker and my music began to flourish. Though no boy prodigy, I composed, played the cello, and started performing. It was through learning an art that I began to leave others behind.

Time speeds up in the experience of serious child musicians; by the age or eleven or twelve, you have to spend four or five hours a day practicing; if at the onset of adolescence you also begin performing, the work of adult life has already begun. The hours I spent practicing were hours not spent playing with other children; at fifteen, when I began playing in public, my colleague friends were older musicians, in university or beyond. Thanks to this forcing of time, I thought I’d become a new person, and Cabrini no longer seemed connected to me.

Ambition is usually taken to be the driving force of self-made men and women, and I certainly had my full share of it. But the development of any talent involves an element of craft, of doing something well for its own sake, and it is this craft element which provides the individual with an inner sense of self-respect. It’s not so much a matter of getting ahead as of becoming inside. The craft of music made that gift to me.

Perhaps I can make this concrete by describing an act of bodily mastery every cellist must acquire. Vibrato is a rocking motion of the left hand on a string which colors a note around its precise pitch; waves of sound spread out in vibrato like ripples from a pool into which one has thrown a stone. Vibrato begins at the elbow, the impulse to rock starting from that anchor, passing through the forearm into the palm of the hand and then through the finger.

The craft element is this: vibrato requires that a cellist first master the capacity to play perfectly in tune. If a young cellist lacks that mastery, every time he or she vibrates, the note will sound sour, accentuating the inaccuracy of pitch and skewing the note’s overtones; precise pitch is our version of artistic truth. Freedom to vibrate depends on that discipline, whereas purely impulsive expression produces just mess—a piece of folk wisdom which applies to both hand and heart.

I was blessed with a good ear and quickly played in tune, but even so it took me several years to achieve an easy vibrato. At twelve, when this finally occurred, it was an epochal event for me, as important as being good at games would be for another child. And as in sports, this event has two sides: the respect one earns from others for doing something well, and the act of exploring how to do something. There’s satisfaction in that—by constructing an accurate, free sound I experienced a profound pleasure in and for itself, and a sense of self-worth which didn’t depend on others.

After a decade, the need of more musical training brought me back to Chicago in 1960, aged seventeen. Frank Miller, a cellist in the Chicago Symphony, took me on as a private student, and I enrolled in the university; though music was to be my career, I also wanted some general education. For a year and a half in Chicago, Frank Miller gently, relentlessly drove me; I worked up a program of modern but accessible music—the Barber cello sonata, salon music of Poulenc—which Miller forced me to treat as seriously as Bach or Beethoven.

He then sent me to New York to study conducting with a colleague. Miller, himself a great cellist, cherished the desire to follow as a conductor in the footsteps of his master, Toscanini; for reasons I don’t fully understand, there is a close connection between our instrument and conducting.

I spent nine months in Greenwich Village, living with another boy and girl in a one-room flat near a transvestite bar while preparing to conduct a performance of Bizet’s Carmen. Like many musicians, I was a late-night person, and this bit of New York was open twenty-four hours a day; at dawn the bar offered food, cigarettes, and spectacle. But this was simply relief. I was hard at work then trying to master the “Monteux box,” a conducting technique pioneered by Pierre Monteux which contains the conductor’s hands within a small imaginary box at shoulder level, so that every gesture counts no matter how small. My most vivid visual memory of New York at this time was of my bathroom and its mirror, before which I practiced the Monteux box.

It was in New York that I also learned the limits of my musical gift. When I listened to friends like the pianists Murray Perahia or Richard Goode play, I heard something beyond my own grasp of music; they shaped air-pauses and other aspects of phrasing, as well as brought out unexpected harmonic voices, which I never would. The craft labor of music teaches objective measures of what one hears, and in time I accepted that I lacked their art.

Were it true that we only do things well in order to compete with or earn the regard of others, then such an experience of limits should lessen our involvement in what we do. But this calculating view is superficial. Though it tempered my conceit, learning my limits didn’t erode my love of music—and I think this is true of most other people who develop a genuine craft-love. But there is a real divide here in the meaning of “respect” itself, between the social and the personal, between being respected and feeling what one does is inherently worthwhile.

I left New York, chastened but not discouraged, because the Vietnam War cast its shadow over me in 1963, as it did over many other young men; I would be drafted to fight in the war if I did not return full-time to a proper university. I returned to dutiful labor in Miller’s studio, and enrolled at the university in a course of historical studies, a subject I wrongly assumed would leave me plenty of time for music. At this point, Chicago began to shake my inwardness.


My Mother’s Reserve

My mother and I had returned together to Cabrini just once, in 1959. No white people were then anywhere visible. But it was the physical ruin of the place which struck us; gone was the obsessive neatness of both black and white apartments a decade before. The musician Ramsey Lewis, a contemporary of mine in Cabrini, remembers that once “we were quite proud of the flowers in the front and the vegetable gardens and grass in the back.”11 Now that pride had disappeared.

In a short story about our return, my mother wrote that she was particularly shocked by the ruined playground, now “buried in a jungle of fifteen-storied behemoths which stretched for miles”—the high-rise project called Robert Taylor Homes had opened its doors in 1956—and even more by our own house: “When we found the cinder-covered playground enclosed with cyclone fencing, we found our former home…. Our door was a dingier red. Frayed curtains hung in its grimy windows. We could not see anyone within.”12

However, the upset she records in her story was not evident at the time; my mother looked around as though she were studying the facts. My own reactions, as I remember them, do not do me much credit; I hated what I saw, harbored no sympathy for people whose lives appeared so visibly to have fallen apart. But my mother’s response, as I would learn, was not cold like mine. She was, in her reserve, in her avoidance of sentimentality, expressing a kind of respect for those forced to inhabit this spectacle of poverty.

“Learning race is like learning a language,” remarks the sociologist Dalton Conley. His upbringing was much like mine, and he means the white race-speaker eventually becomes “stripped of any illusions… of being like other kids.”13 In Chicago in the 1960s, that was true for both black and white adults. Chicago, like all northern American cities, had long been segregated in fact if not in law. The space of the city was divided by race; so was its lived time. During the day, the races might mingle, particularly in the department stores in the Loop, the center of the city; at night, the races almost never met.

Among the poor blacks of Ramsey Lewis’s generation who moved up socially there had been at least the hope that the worst effects of racial segregation could be overcome, such as access to the medical care available to whites, or to white universities. The civil rights movement attempted to cross that divide of inequality in northern cities, but at the same time middle-class blacks were also being “stripped of any illusions” that upward economic mobility alone would suffice for social acceptance.

When I returned from New York to Chicago in 1963, I found one small corner where racial differences were bridged in some of the places where I performed. It’s a stereotype to imagine black churches only filled with gospel singing; the more middle-class churches of my youth often programmed music like the Bach cantatas hard to schedule in a concert hall. There were a few young, black classical musicians in the city as well, and we tended to meet at these church events. While the audiences in both jazz clubs and concert halls in Chicago were beginning to go gray, in the small religious venues where young musicians were likely to play, the ages as well as the races mixed among a usually tiny public.

In 1964, at a church near Cabrini one wintry morning, I played in a concert to which a teacher from my old school came. The glass wars were only a minor foretaste of the racial violence which spread throughout the West Side of Chicago in the late 1940s and 1950s, yet she had hung on to the community. My old teacher’s companion at the concert was a young black woman perhaps ten years older than me, a professional welfare worker, well-spoken and well-dressed. She obviously didn’t belong to the community she served. Perhaps because of this, she jolted me into seeing for the first time my mother as a working adult, independent of me.

Like all children, I’d taken my mother’s work for granted. But why had she chosen social work in particular? In a short story my mother wrote about a young social worker, her leading character “had the feeling that somewhere, quite close, but just out of reach, significant things were happening.”14 As a professional, my mother kept that feeling of involvement locked up; hers was no passionate embrace of the oppressed, she was precise and calm in her work, firmly marking out human distances.

This short story revealed equally an inner unease and anxiety about her work invisible to me as a child: the protagonist dreads one night making a home visit to a welfare mother the next day, hating her role as “the investigator.”15 As a child, I could not sense any of this because my mother’s voice and gestures took on a different character whenever she was called by business to the phone, or entertained colleagues at home—the same character as on her return visit to Cabrini.

Sometimes in our experience, the curtains momentarily part to reveal a scene we know contains an important clue—about something—but then as rapidly they close before we can make out what has been disclosed. The young black social worker, my mother’s professional daughter, drew back the curtain on a scene illustrating compassion. I wasn’t so much struck by the fact that both were giving of themselves to others. In my unregenerate male state, I assumed this was just what women did. It was rather how little “motherly” either woman was, the fact of their reserve. When I asked the young social worker about Cabrini, she spoke the language I’d heard my mother use to colleagues, filled with phrases like “deprivation syndromes” and “low-esteem anxieties.”

This social-work jargon can certainly be demeaning, treating the poor like damaged goods, or can descend into ludicrous psychobabble. But for a moment I saw it was something else as well.

Both my mother and her professional daughter were people of a higher class who had the power to violate the poor, as my mother wrote; if they had dedicated their lives to the poor, charity itself has the power to wound; pity can beget contempt; compassion can be intimately linked to inequality. To make compassion work, perhaps it was necessary to defuse sentiment, to deal coolly with others. Crossing the boundary of inequality might require reserve on the part of the stronger person making the passage; reserve would acknowledge the difficulty, distance could make a signal of respect, if a peculiar one.
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