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This paper focuses on the experiences of poor people in New York City whose lives have been structured by the transition to the "informational" city.  I examine the changing patterns of work and public assistance as well as the shifts in community organization and social movements over this transition. The question addressed arises from the idea that a rising tide lifts all boats - are the poor benefitting from the current upturn in the economy? The paper documents increases in poverty in the 1980s at points when the incomes of professional workers and business were rising. It describes the community organizations which emerged during that period. In the late 1990s, in correspondence with the economic recovery in New York City and the shift from public assistance entitlements to a  welfare to work public policy, more poor people are working, but many are falling below the poverty line. The economic upturn has not yet resulted in significant increases in municipal investment in health, education or other social services.  In association with these shifts a different set of social movements may be emerging.
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As William Julius Wilson noted in his opinion piece in the New York Times, there is no clear indication in the US, with its history of racism and inequality, that a rising tide will lift all boats. When the New York City economy was booming in the 1980s, the lives of the poor actually deteriorated, as measured by many different indicators, such as rising homelessness and  rising numbers of children in poverty, accompanied by  an increase in a variety of measures of morbidity and mortality.  After  the Wall Street crisis of 1987, the economy slowed for close to a decade and the lives of  poor people certainly did not improve. 

In 1996 I published an annual review article concerning the new poverty in US cities which documented increases in inequality and few successful community efforts to address this. In this presentation, I revisit the question with a specific focus on New York City, and consider the major changes both in practice and in perspective which have taken place since that time.  Two major historical shifts which have taken place in the intervening four years concern the  dismantlement of public assistance as it was implemented by the government for over 50 years and an upturn in the US economy, which, for the first time since the 1970's, actually led to real gains in working class wages and a decrease in unemployment figures, even for African Americans in the inner cities. 

In the past few years, more people are working but, ironically,  the population falling beneath the poverty line are the working poor, not the unemployed. In other words, although there has been a reduction in unemployment, there has been an increase in the number of people living in poverty. Nevertheless. at the same time the leadership of the U.S. unions, faced with dramatically declining membership and declining influence,  have finally reversed their policies on the organizing of new immigrant workers and  and now that the poor are in fact working, they are also more able to organize for higher living standards. 

In a somewhat general way, this paper reviews changes in the lives of poor New York City residents since the 1970s, to explore the transition to the "informational city " (to use Castells term) and asks about the emergence of social movements over this period. Questions have been raised concerning contemporary social movents such as  are people connecting individually to the network and not forming more organic collective movements to address the current transitions (Castells 1996)? Are local responses to global issues limited to identity politics (Harvey 1989). This paper looks at some of the recent issues in New York City with these questions in mind.

New York City since the 1970s
The 1975 fiscal crisis marks a watershed for a critical understanding of the dislocation of working class communities  and  the emergence of social movements  in New York City. The fiscal crisis represented and instituted an early model for fundamental restructuring of public policy towards the dismantlement of programs for social services and the established patterns of the welfare state and the creation of a more highly stratified and less socially responsible society (Henwood 1998).  Such shifts led to changes in the experience of working class life in New York City as it was transformed to respond to the corporate demands of globalism in an advanced capitalist society.

Shifts in the global economy and the structure of industry were mirrored most dramatically in New York City in the initial departure of manufacturing, the expansion of the service industry  and the development of an information-processing elite.  Global financial shifts were accompanied by the departure of a stable working class, and an influx of new immigrants.  Increasing wealth was  accompanied by increasing stratification, including greater poverty, and  increased corporate control was parallelled by a burgeoning informal economy (Castells 1989, 1996, Sassen 1991). On the spatial side, gentrification processes propelled partially by residential and office real estate speculation designed for a new informational elite, led to the dislocation of working class communities and the production of a permanent although constantly changing working class  population who were sometimes actually homeless .

This paper attempts to illuminate both what happened to the people who used to live in many working class neighborhoods of New York City and how their experiences can be explained by the sudden and discontinuous turn in the priorities of the New York City government in response to federal decisions  as well as to the changing focus of a global economy.

 
I have revisited my own fieldwork conducted in Brooklyn from 1975 to 1980 (Susser 1982,1986,1988) and in various settings, including homeless shelters and poor neighborhoods, from 1986 to 1996, (Susser 1991,1993,1999 and Susser and Gonzalez 1992) as well as using other ethnographic descriptions of poverty and gentrification, as windows on the changes which have taken place in the lives of working class people. 

 In each era, I describe ways in which working class people perceived their lives and the political decisions which affected them as well as the emergence of social movements which questioned city government priorities. I suggest that the formation of working class movements concerned with social reproduction, such as the block associations and neighborhood preservation movements of the 1970's, were undermined by a variety of dislocating processes. At the same time, however, these movements had been based in neighborhoods whose rental, housing and school policies had reinforced racial and ethnic stereotypes and discrimination. As a response to increasing poverty and homelessness among the working class population of the city  new movements  briefly emerged which were not based in racially or ethnically defined neighborhoods but drew on poor people around the city. However, such movements were partial and somewhat  ephemeral. They were fighting something of a rear-guard action for rights such as shelter and low income housing that the older working class had taken for granted since the formation of the strong industrial unions and the struggles of the Great Depression which led to the formulation of policies  of the now-embattled welfare state.

In the late 1990s, immigrant service workers and other low-paid workers in the city  began to reinvigorate the unions and a number of local controversies have emerged. An interesting aspect of many of these struggles has also been their base in neighborhood and community support. Thus, the battle over the unionization of first Latino delicatessen workers and then African delivery workers on the Upper West Sidde of Manhattan represents a suggestive sample of the new approach of unions as well as the significance of the history of community politics to the current organizing efforts (Nash 2000).

Working class neighborhoods: the Fiscal Crisis 1975-80

 In my ethnographic research in New York City in the 1970's, I defined the neighborhood of Greenpoint-Williamsburg according to the community district boundaries which were decreed by the Planning Board for New York City in 1969.  Within that context, it became clear that local perceptions of  "community" varied dramatically and that even the municipality had multiple methods for defining this section of the city (Susser 1982).  Neither health area districts nor the census statistics nor the numerous forms of electoral districts, corresponded directly to the community district divisions.  These divisions, in turn, limited and constrained the portrayal and perceptions of the "community" by local residents.  In addition,  images of racial and ethnic divisions concretized by housing discrimination and income cut across the municipal divisions of community.

Under these conditions, strong connections were built among neighbors, friends, and kin.  Families shared electricity, laundry, telephones, food, and generally pooled expenses. When households could not pay their rent, families doubled up in small tenement apartments.  Neighbors shared childwatching, washing machines, electricity and meals. In the summer, children played together in the street and mothers watched from the sidewalk.  The summer evenings had an air of warmth, peacefulness  and relaxed conversation. People sat out on their stoops, watching the street and talking until late into the night.

Drug dealers lived on the streets.  They were recognized by older adults on the block who had known them as children.  These adults still had authority  to keep gangs from fighting around children and to keep the young drug users and dealers from controlling the street. The people who lived there were not afraid to walk the streets at night or for their children to play on the block.  They viewed their few blocks as "my neighborhood", "my community"; they were linked to schools, churches and several generations of kin and friends. (Susser, 1982,1986,1987)

Greenpoint-Williamsburg, as one of the poorer neighborhoods of Brooklyn, had one of the higher homicide rates.   Murders occurred in bars and on the streets. Local explanations for the violence and newspaper reports tended to associate conflict with territorial battles among population groups, such as White versus Latino youth. One Latino man was killed when he walked into a white working-class bar. A young black man was attacked by his white girlfriend's male kin when they were walking home together one night. A building was burned down when the landlord rented to black tenants. Such violence represented powerful symbolic community divisions although it was not an accurate portrayal of rates of murder and abuse, which were at least as frequent within each population as across them.

In 1975, the New York City fiscal crisis was announced. The federal government and New York State, at first, refused to fund city services. After extensive negotiations, a fiscal control board was created, including businessmen and public officials, and extensive cuts in public services were implemented through a policy known as planned shrinkage. This represented a dramatic reversal of the public policies and spending of the 1960's. The  City University of New York which had expanded extensively in the 1960's, including the development of new  colleges began to lay off faculty and impose tuition. In the 1960's new hospitals had been built. After 1975, hospitals were closed down and staff laid off.  Well-baby clinics and community health centers were dismantled. Firehouses built in the 1960's were closed after 1975. Library hours were shortened, and sanitation services reduced. Amidst this wave of cutbacks, people still had homes.  Homelessness was not yet commonplace; indeed, the word homeless was not in common usage.

New York City lost 61,000 public sector jobs in 1975, over one sixth of the municipal employees. It was not until the 1990's that the city would recoup these losses, only to be faced by new budget deficits and cutbacks.  Up until 1975, municipal employment was the only area in which jobs had been expanding.  The remaining municipal employees were forced to work overtime; the quality of their services declined in proportion to the degree they were overworked.  In short, municipal services were suddenly reduced while industrial jobs were disappearing from the city. Working class people, who depended on these jobs,  suffered the most from service cuts.  Just as unemployed workers became more dependent on the government, so the government began to reduce the facilities available (Jones et al 1992).

After 1975, the creation of New York City as a global corporate node, associated with changing tax laws to foster construction, renovation and gentrification of housing, led to the revaluation of real estate in Manhattan and even the surrounding boroughs.  In response to these changes, landlords tried to force tenants who lived in rent regulated apartments to leave, so that they could raise the rents to "market rate". Tenants were frequently left without heat or hot water.  For owners, who could collect insurance on burnt-out buildings while retaining rights to land, there was no incentive to protect buildings or residents from fires. It was more profitable to allow buildings to deteriorate and then to rebuild more profitable high rent apartments or luxury cooperatives. 

Major health consequences were precipitated by the reductions in investment in public services combined with the decreasing availability of low and middle income housing included rising infant mortality rates rose in the 1980s in some poor neighborhoods accompanied by an increase in infectious diseases  combined with the new epidemic of tuberculosis, long related to overcrowding and poor housing conditions (Wallace and Wallace 1988). Such were the social costs of the shifts in capitalism which transformed New York into the global city of the 1990s.

In the context of these changes on a citywide level, local organizations which focussed on the preservation of working class neighborhoods emerged. The protest movements which arose in Community District 1 (Greenpoint-Williamsburg) in Brooklyn, between 1975 and 1978 bore a direct relationship to the shifts in corporate policy in New York City.  Several different forms of protest occurred in this period.  All of them centered around real estate and the deterioration of neighborhood services ensuing from the fiscal crisis. A committee was formed to keep the local hospital open, a Parents' slate competed in School Board elections, a committee formed to support subsidized housing for senior citizens.  However, the most remarkable and extended struggle converged on a condemned firehouse (Susser, 1982).  For three years, residents of Greenpoint organized local protest actions to persuade the City government to reopen a firehouse that had been closed in response to the 1975 fiscal crisis.  The protest movement was partially successful but required a tremendous output of time and resources by people with few resources to spare.

Overall, local protest movements fought for neighborhood preservation and resources from the government because these were the areas where working class people experienced changes in fiscal priorities  most acutely. As it became harder for working class people to find affordable homes in New York City.  In the 1980's and 1990's homelessness emerged as an extreme experience of poverty in the new urban economy.

In light of these developments, we can begin to understand the significance of neighborhood movements during the fiscal crisis.  Real estate and social services were the areas in which the transformation of New York City acutely affected the city's working class population.  The point at which conflict occurred, in this instance over the preservation of housing in low-income neighborhoods, reflects the political and economic transformation in the city and serves as an indicator of the processes through which corporate change is wrought, as well as the social costs it engenders.

Priced Out:1990's New York

As is evident, looking back from the 1990's, the  investment in real estate following the 1975 crisis assisted in the increasing accumulation of wealth among the professional and high income residents of New York City.  However, the indices of poverty and health in New York City marked deteriorating conditions consistently through the 1980's (Mollenkopf and Castells 1991).  In the late 1980's the real estate market collapsed and by 1992, New York City was facing another round of cutbacks similar to those of 1975.  However, by 1992, the quality of poverty had been transformed (along with the quality of wealth) through twenty years of increasing stratification. The resulting deprivation could be seen in  homelessness, homicide and tuberculosis, to name only some indices which were not outstanding in the 1970's. These issues  had become central to understanding the life of poor residents of the city. 

My 1990s research, focused on the shifting households and families of poor people in New York City.Most of the housed people among whom I conducted fieldwork lived in Central Harlem and the South Bronx.  A few lived on the Lower East Side (Susser 1999).  The homeless shelters where I conducted research were in the South Bronx and Manhattan and most of the homeless hotels and family residences run by volunteer organizations were in mid-Manhattan (Susser 1991,1993, and Susser and Gonzalez 1992).  However, research assistants followed people to mental hospitals and prisons in Queens, Ryckers Island and on Long Island.  Other researchers visited homeless men as they relocated to Brooklyn and other parts of the city.  A major change concerns the patterns of relocation and the forced and voluntary mobility of poor people in what Castells calls the "new informational city," (Castells 1989).

 Beginning in the 1970's, the poor have been subjected to dislocation and forced mobility in a number of different ways. Since the creation of a volunteer military in the 1970's, the armed services have provided an important source of employment for the poor, one aspect of the mobility found among poor households.  However, since military employment requires a high school diploma, many of the poor are excluded from this possibility. A second force for mobility has been incarceration. The numbers of men and women incarcerated has increased dramatically over the past twenty years. Imprisonment disrupts households and neighborhoods as people are taken away and later return, unemployed, looking for a home. 

A third cause for shifting neighborhoods occurred as a result of the widespread fires of the late 1970's. Between 1975 and 1980, large sections of poor neighborhoods in Harlem, the Lower East Side of Manhattan, the South Bronx and the Bushwick and Bedford Stuyvesant sections of Brooklyn burned down, forcing households to relocate, sometimes several times in a row.

Finally, because of the distribution of public housing and the policies of the New York City government, homelessness almost always results in the relocation of men, women and families to different neighborhoods and often to different boroughs. Children change schools and adults have to learn about new neighborhoods, social services, and neighbors.

We can see the experiences of poverty among increasingly large sections of the working class population of New York City in the 1990's as a product of shifts in advanced capitalism involving loss of permanent shelter, and the  destruction of neighborhood solidarity. As people shifted places looking for housing, violence increased,  frequently along historic cleavages of race and gender.  The undermining of fundamental social groupings based on unions or neighborhoods and the weakening of social and familial patterns through relocation, and lack of economic resources and job opportunities, left the arena open for conceptions of culture and resistance  based on essentialist stereotypes of race and ethnicity.  This in turn increased the possibility of further crises of violence and racial conflict.

Fighting Back in the 1990s

The forces of community destruction and the impetus for rootless hostile actions were clearly in place.  At the same time, another consequence of the shifting population was the development of a broader set of connections among working class people and a general recognition of the common problems they confronted.  As people were first burned out of their homes, then priced out of neighborhoods where they grew up and then forced into homelessness and finally relocated to new boroughs, they met many others in similar situations.  They had to work with new people and  so experience  challenges to stereotypes and the forms of parochialism, racism and discrimination generated in more segregated stable neighborhood environments.

The question becomes then: how have social movements  of poor people changed over time? How have the groups involved been destroyed, reformed or recreated?  Let us examine the movements which have emerged among poor New Yorkers in the 1980's and 1990's.

In the 1980's and 1990's we see struggles emerging among the homeless population. Groups formed such as Coalition for the Homeless and Parents on the Move.  Squatters, both struggling artists and working class people, on the Lower East Side of Manhattan fight for their housing in the courts and in individual buildings. Battles, sometimes literally as in Tompkins Square Park (on the Lower East Side), take place over the provision of shelter, social services and public space. 

In the 1970's people organized to preserve their neighborhoods. In the 1980s they organized simply to maintain the right to shelter or even for sleeping space in public spaces.  In these collective protests and in statements from the poor and homeless we find a critique of social conditions and inequality similar to that in earlier poor people's movements. However, these public protests were scattered and discontinuous, conducted on rapidly shifting grounds. The poor were losing the requirements  for adequate subsistence. They won skirmishes over the provision of homeless shelters for families,  but in the 1990s they were losing the battle for adequate food and affordable rent.

 As the global city emerged, the increasing stratification was accompanied by the increasing policing of public space. Just as the fiscal crisis in New York City provided an opportunity for an early experiment in the dismantling of the programs of the welfare state so the increasing stratification has led to further interference in public life by the New York City police. From the tragedies of police shooting young men in the streets to the removal of homeless people from the subways and the railroad stations, to the apparently less serious police interference with street vendors, street artists and taxi drivers, the administration of New York City is beginning to intervene in the livelihood of the new immigrant population, the working poor and the general public who walk the streets of Manhattan. This paper has documented the shifts in the lives and control of their neighborhoods by the poorer members of the working class population, however, many of these changes, including rising rents, and police intervention, are now becoming common among the working population in general.

Under these historical conditions, it is crucial to note the development in the year 2000 ,of a widespread movement against police brutality, as it has emerged in the last two years, as well as alliance among students across the public high school in opposition to the police harassment against youth.

All over NYC there are in addition  interesting developments and insurgencies in union organizing. - in Chinatown, among restaurant workers and garmentworkers, some of the groups most likely to be earning below minimum wage and among Latino/a workers from Puerto Rico, and all over Latin America, who work in delicatessens, restaurants and other places, among African immigrant workers who are often employed as delivery people and grocery packers,  there are signs of workers beginning to demand better conditions. 

 When the broad coalition which has developed in opposition to police harassment is  combined with a review of the emerging union organizing efforts, it appears that residents of New York City, one of the primary nodes of the informational age, may also be building some of the responses we shall see in the future - and may not be as paralyzed by the "network" as analysts such as Manuel Castells may have feared (1996).

 NYC is changing once again, not only  with respect to the largely immigrant service economy but also among other workers  in the city which include  large numbers of African Americans. These changes can perhaps be seen as a historical consequence of the global shifts in the economy of the city, combined with the low rates of unemployment nationwide. The general shift in the policies and power of US labor - in direct correspondence with the protests around world trade which began in Europe and have become part of the current US political context, have had a significant effect on the experience of New York City workers.

 It appears that NYC, as a central  "node" in the global economy,  reflected extreme rates of inequality, which were exacerbated by the lack of many welfare state provisions and strong labor history more characteristic of Europe. Now, in some small way the immigrants and poor residents of New York City  are  beginning to develop a working class response to such inequality in struggles over non-unionized, low paid labor and against police harrassment.
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