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CHAPTER 4

Working Lives of Youth in Poverty in
Urban Argentina

Gonzalo Assusa and Mariana Chaves

INTRODUCTION

What characterizes those who work and live in poverty starting in
adolescence or childhood? Is escape from poverty truly attainable? Which
mechanisms, tools, and events make it possible to move away from a life
trajectory of poverty, when employment alone is not enough to make this
shift? What continuities or breakdowns can be identified in the trajectory
in relation to the economic and political context, the events, and the avail-
able networks of assistance? Does labor beginning in childhood or adoles-
cence accumulate disadvantage? Why and how? How do working conditions
influence this dynamic? How is it influenced by gender? And finally, how
does the symbolic dimension articulate itself as the creator of differences
and inequalities among working and poor adolescents and young people?
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While some of these opening questions may seem impossible to answer,
they challenge us to consider a range of angles, seeking to understand not
only the lives of working children and adolescents in poverty and the phe-
nomenon of working in poverty throughout the life course but also the
design of policies to reduce inequality and bring greater dignity to the
lives of individuals. The inconsistencies in confronting the issues of pov-
erty and work—previously analyzed in the introduction of the book—are
explored again in this chapter. Located in Argentina, our analysis centers
on how people between 15 and 24 years old work and live in poverty.
These young people have several years of working experience, since most
of them began working during childhood or adolescence and are part of
families—both nuclear and extended—with low incomes.

Methodologically, this text is based on complementary fieldwork by the
two authors. Chaves’ fieldwork was carried out in a suburban neighbor-
hood of the city of La Plata (Province of Buenos Aires), and Assusa’s
fieldwork was done in different neighborhoods of the city of Cérdoba
Capital (Province of Cérdoba).! Both conducted interviews and kept
records of participant observation. Permanent Houschold Survey (PHS)?
data were used for population analysis, including an initial characterization
of the situation of working and poor youth in Argentina. The same data
allowed us to make diachronic (over a period of time) and synchronic
(regarding differences and inequalities among social classes) comparisons,
to enable readers from other regions to understand the major trends in
social conditions in Argentina. The richness of combining both data
records and the complementary nature of quantitative and qualitative
results provide a much wider framework for interpreting the phenomenon
under analysis.

The interpretations that we make in this chapter are part of the tradition
of rescarchers in the field of inequality study (Dubet, 2015; Goldthorpe,
2012; Reygadas, 2004; Therborn, 2015; Tilly, 2000), about life courses in
general (Elder, 1994, 1998; Elder, Kirkpatrick, & Crosnoe, 2003), and for
Latin America (Bayon, 2015; Mora Salas & de Oliveira, 2014; Saravi,
2009, 2015), in Argentina about social mobility (Bendit & Miranda,
2015; Busso & Pérez, 2016; Chivez Molina & Pla, 2013; Espinoza &
Kessler, 2003; Salvia & Lindenboim, 2015), about youth’s trajectory and
work (Balardini & Miranda, 2000; Jacinto, 2002; Jacinto, Wolf, Bessega,
& Longo, 2005; Miranda & Arancibia, 2017; Pérez & Busso, 2014, 2015;
Piecke Goicochea, 2001); and about poverty, youth, and work (Assusa,
2017; Chaves, 2014a; Chaves, Fuentes, & Vecino, 2016; Efron,
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Konterllnik, & Jacinto, 1996; Gallart, 2001; Macri & Van Kemenade,
1993; Saravi, 2006, 2015), to mention only the main areas for engaging
in dialogue with the purpose of providing some answers on this issue.
This chapter is organized in four sections that allow us to show struc-
tural trends, peculiarities, and symbolic disputes in the accumulation of
disadvantage and the construction of inequality networks. Following the
Introduction, the second section uses statistical data to provide a portrayal
of the living and working conditions of young men and women. The third
section focuses on three trajectories analyzed from the life course perspec-
tive (Elder, 1994; Mora Salas & de Oliveira, 2014). Finally, the concluding
discussion reexamines the opening questions in light of results obtained,
public policies, and the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.

YoutH, WORK, AND POVERTY IN ARGENTINA: STATISTICAL
Darta as A TOOL FOR INTERPRETATION

The period in Argentina between 2003 and 2015 presents complexities
and opposing trends®: in different areas and dimensions of social life—
from the labor market and income distribution to health, education, and
access to land—social inequalities have tended to reconfigure and repro-
duce themselves or reduce their gaps in dissimilar ways (Kessler, 2014).
However, in analytical terms, this period can be interpreted as one of rela-
tive coherence and directionality. Views vary with regard to the labor mar-
ket dynamic in the years previously mentioned (Benza, 2016; Palomino &
Dalle, 2012; Quartulli & Salvia, 2012; Vera, 2013). However, there is
certain agreement that this period is characterized by a discontinuity of
the neoliberal model pursued during the 1990s and the remarkable con-
traction of workforce demand in that period.

After the crisis of 2001 and the devaluation of the national currency, a
combination of measures led to a reorientation toward economic recov-
ery, mainly deploying the fixed productive capacity that had remained
inactive during the period of convertibility, leading to a considerable
increase in the demand for unskilled labor during the first years of the
postconvertibility period.*

The period beginning in 2003 saw unemployment and poverty reach-
ing their highest levels in the country’s history, with unemployment finally
settling below 10% for almost all of 2015, with a progressive tendency to
decrease, including during the years when job creation came to a standstill.
Intergenerationally speaking, while the overall unemployment was on the
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decline, the differences between the unemployment indexes of young
people (15-24 years old) and adults (25-64 years old) remained relatively
stagnant over the entire period. The proportional relationship between
unemployment in the two groups is about 2:1. This constitutes a world-
wide trend, considered a public concern by international organizations
(ILO, 2012, 2013).

Discussions around the dimensions of poverty are more complex: the
Argentinian government’s official poverty statistics have been a topic of
considerable political dispute in recent years, their estimation being
impugned, defended, and reconsidered by different sectors.® However,
focusing on young people from poor families requires abandoning the
statistical naivety that considers an age category (“youth”) as a homoge-
neous collective. At the same time, it also requires moving away from a
common epistemological position in public policy against poverty, which
asserts that social exclusion, marginalization, and vulnerability can be
eliminated simply by integration into the labor market while neglecting to
consider the more complex forces behind the lack of material and sym-
bolic resources in poor families. Because of this, we consider it necessary
to show not only the unequal way unemployment affects young people at
different positions within the social structure but also the variable nature
of integration into a highly stratified labor market and its implications for
access to social security systems.

Discussion about the complexity and multidimensionality of social
inequalities is extensive in the social sciences, and an examination of the
methodological disputes over the operation of an empirical construction of
inequalities would make for an entire article in its own right. With a view to
establishing certain parameters of international comparison and the aim of
favoring critical dialogue with researchers from the greatest theoretical spec-
trum possible, we collected data considering the per capita income in fami-
lies of young people between 15 and 24 years old as a stratified variable.

Stratification studies and social inequality enable categorizing individu-
als and families into specific social classes in a variety of ways. The classic
perspectives on stratification, based on different theoretical frameworks
(Crompton, 1997; Rivas Rivas, 2008), consider the socio-occupational
category of heads of household as the closest proxy to the position of the
agents in production relationships and, therefore, to their class position.
Other research and reports published by international organizations have
considered money income as the main inequality variable, due to the ease
of'using a numerical variable for these characteristics (Ferreira et al., 2013).
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Considering that our research is not exclusively quantitative, we show
some statistical trends on inequalities affecting young people by grouping
them together according to their per capita income. Using the national
PHSS for the second trimesters of 2004 and 2015, we grouped together
the 30% of cases with the lowest income, the 10% of cases with the highest
income, and the cases in between. In this way, we show how both advan-
tages and disadvantages are unequally distributed and the way this uneven
distribution represents a cumulative historical trend that has determined
the strategies and experiences of young people and their families in the
world of work (Saravi, 2009). Using these trends as a framework for inter-
pretation, in the next section, we aim for a qualitative reconstruction of a
number of specific life stories, exploring the articulation between the life
courses, cumulative disadvantage, positions, trajectories, and class condi-
tions of those young people who form part of the poorest 30%.

But first, we will analyze the resource distribution and the work-related
“issues” among young members of families with different and unequal
incomes. First, we address the major differences in unemployment rates,
inactive population, and kinds of inactivity. This will enable us to see some
initial trends in terms of labor participation and the care economy, to provide
greater understanding of the issues surrounding this text. Then we will ana-
lyze data on medical coverage, social security enrollment, establishment size,
job qualifications, and the use of technology to show the degree to which,
even among those employed, the wide range of conditions, opportunities,
remuneration, and protections available through work are highly unequal.

As shown in Table 4.1, even though unemployment decreased in every
income group, youth from low-income families remain almost five times
more likely to be unemployed than their high-income counterparts. To be

Table 4.1 Unemployed and inactive population among young people (aged
15-24) according to income group (2004-2015)

Group of low incomes — Group of medinm and — Group of high incomes
medinm-high incomes

2004 2015 2004 2015 2004 2015
Employed (from 59% 75% 74% 85% 87% 94%
actives)
Unemployed 41% 25% 26% 15% 13% 6%
(from actives)
Inactive (from 58% 73% 56% 66% 54% 55%
AED)

Source: Authors” own elaboration based on data from PHS 2004 and 2015
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clear, unemployment is much lower in 2015 than in 2004. The context of
integration in recent years is much less marked by the crisis and despera-
tion among young people seeking workforce integration. However, as the
life courses analyzed in the next section will show, unequal exposure to
rejection and exclusion in the search for employment is a recurring theme
throughout these years.

For the approach that we suggest, it is also necessary to consider the
proportion of the so-called inactive members of this age group: while
much less unequally distributed than unemployment, inactivity also affects
mainly young people with low incomes, and particularly young women.

Focusing on this trend, Table 4.2 reveals that inactivity due to concen-
tration on domestic labor (“housewife”) among young people from low-
income families is three times higher than the percentage of the same
category among young people from high-income families. This trend
leads—in relational terms—to a greater number of young people from
poor families excluded from the labor market (whether unemployed or
inactive); within this group, there is higher exposure to the type of activi-
ties that do not involve resource accumulation (such as obtaining educa-
tional credentials) that might “improve” the possibilities of labor
integration in the future: many of them are young people outside of both
paid employment and training practices.

In this way, we can evaluate how poverty exposes young people (but
mainly young women) to much more complex choices and articulations
than merely the choice between “studying or working.” This can also be
perceived through the unequal configuration of families. The average
number of members under 10 in low-income families is almost ten times
higher than the same average in high-income families. If we also consider
the income differential, both the possibilities of attending domestic

Table 4.2 Type of inactivity for economically inactive young people (aged
15-24) according to income group (2004-2015)

Group of low incomes Group of medium and — Group of high incomes
medinwm-high incomes

2004 2015 2004 2015 2004 2015
Student 69% 70% 83% 82% 92% 87%
Housewife 19% 16% 11% 10% 5% 6%

Source: Authors” own elaboration based on data from PHS 2004 and 2015
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demands (such as by hiring a care assistant) and the dimension of these
chores (the number of people in the house requiring care) make this activ-
ity much more arduous in low-income homes, due to the need for more
working hours and /or human energy to attend the domestic management
of a greater number of people.

As we have seen in a substantial part of our fieldwork, the care economy
is a significant part of women’s life since childhood: the unequal distribu-
tion of chores among siblings depending on their gender becomes broader
as they grow older, encroaching into adolescence, and youth (Hernandez,
Cingolani, & Chaves, 2015). Additionally, young women’s work taking
care of their siblings is frequently replaced—or overlapped—>by taking care
of their own children. Finally, the practical knowledge accumulated due to
involvement in domestic chores within their own family develops, in many
cases, into a resource for labor integration: many of young women’s first
employment experiences involve taking care of young children and older
adults, in combination with cleaning tasks and related activities.

In this way, the trajectories of poor young people must constantly artic-
ulate between “studying,” “working,” and “providing care,” depending
on the cycles of accumulation and economic restriction within their
families.

At the same time, even though period from 2003 to 2015 is character-
ized by an increase in formal employment among dependent workers,
Table 4.3 reveals a similar process to the one observed in unemployment:
informality decreased in every income group among young people, but it
maintained an unequal structure that keeps more than the half of low-
income young people in the informal sector (in comparison to a fifth of

Table 4.3 Social security indicators among young people (aged 15-24) accord-
ing to income group (2004-2015)

Group of low incomes — Group of medium and  Group of bigh incomes
medinm-high incomes

2004 2015 2004 2015 2004 2015
Without health 73% 62% 41% 29% 14% 9%
coverage
Informal 95% 62% 66% 46% 41% 19%
Work in places 19% 18% 17% 26% 28% 36%
of more than
40 people

Source: Authors’ own elaboration based on data from PHS 2004 and 2015
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high-income young people in the same situation). The smaller numbers of
poor youth working for large employers (which, according to conven-
tional wisdom, are considered to be the most subject to state oversight
and, consequently, less inclined to be involved in the informal labor mar-
ket) also offer evidence of the same dynamic.

While the sphere of employment activity does not of itself determine
working conditions beyond hierarchies and job posts, the unequal distri-
bution between spheres has significance for labor contexts with very dispa-
rate trends regarding the level of macroeconomic activity and the
precariousness of job posts. While some areas like industry and commerce
hold great influence over youth employment, their distribution by income
group is rather homogeneous. Other areas, however, such as public
administration, have a strong association with the high-income group,
while domestic service and the construction sector are statistically associ-
ated with low-income young people. The last areas mentioned are charac-
terized by a lack of job security as regards contract duration, formality of
the job, and wages (Fernandez Massi, 2014). According to 2016 data
from the National Institute of Statistics and Census of Argentina (INDEC),
the rate of informality in domestic services exceeds 74%, while in construc-
tion it exceeds 68%. As will be shown in later sections, the decisive step
into these areas leaves an indelible imprint on the work experience of
youth from poor families, with the appreciation and valuation systems spe-
cific to these spheres coming into play throughout their trajectories. What
is more, their experiences in construction and domestic services are essen-
tial for practical job training and for understanding both the intergenera-
tional relationship that regulates and articulates activities (work/care
work) within their families.

The figures referring to health coverage in Table 4.3 point out a com-
plementary process that feeds this trend. Despite the fact that the number
of' young people without health coverage decreased in every income group
during the period from 2004 to 2015, it decreased to a lesser extent in the
low-income group than in the medium- and high-income groups. This is
due mainly to the ability of the family as a whole to access these kinds of
resources: during this period, adults from medium- and high-income fam-
ilies were incorporated at much higher rates into formal employment, the
main means of access to social security and worker protections, thereby
benefiting their entire families. Meanwhile, not only young people but
also adults from low-income families remained much more exposed to
informal labor integration without social security during this period.
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Table 4.4 Characterization of job posts among employed young people (aged
15-24) according to income group (2004-2015)

Group of low incomes — Group of medinm and — Group of high incomes
medinm-high incomes

2004 2015 2004 2015 2004 2015
Computer 0% 2% 2% 10% 5% 26%
equipment and
system
operation
Qualified 35% 43% 47% 51% 52% 66%
Unskilled 61% 51% 42% 38% 18% 14%
Less skilled 96% 94% 89% 89% 70% 79%
positions

Source: Authors’ own elaboration based on data from PHS 2004 and 2015

Finally, if we consider only employed youth in each income group, we
can see that (Table 4.4), even though there was a generalized process of
improvement in job qualifications (i.e. growth in operational and profes-
sional positions), the number of low-income young people in unskilled
jobs is three times higher than the number of high-income young people;
also, the use of computer equipment and systems in their jobs is ten times
lower than that among high-income young people. This implies partici-
pation in production areas with lower added value, with less-recognized
job skills, and, consequently, lower remuneration and rewards of every
kind in these positions.

To sum up, even when they are employed, low-income youth remain
more exposed to precarious conditions, stigmatization, multiple kinds of
pressure and demands (such as the pressures of care obligations), and
exclusion from social security and worker protections, largely without
access to resources through their families (such as health coverage).

Disadvantages related to their job positions are accumulated over the
life courses of these young people, partly because their integration into
precarious areas of the labor market is driven by a history of informal labor
situations within their families. An individual’s position in the social space
according to his or her job post can be a factor in overcoming disadvan-
tage, but it can also be completely the opposite: a continuity of disadvan-
tages accumulating to the point where it becomes very difficult to curb the
trend. The next section presents a number of life courses, highlighting
both heterogeneity and regularity in these experiences.
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TRAJECTORIES IN POVERTY
CoNDITIONS AND WORK EXPERIENCES

The life stories of Yamila, Antonio, and Abel will help us show the repro-
duction strategies (Eguia & Ortale, 2004; Eguia, Ortale, Piovani, &
Weingast, 2007; Gutiérrez, 2007, 2015) of the families where they grew up
and their work experiences up to the present. Throughout their lives, these
young people have belonged to the low-income sector of the population.
Now they are between 18 and 24 years old and, in occupational terms, they
would be described as an economically active population: at the time of
writing, all three of them were informally employed in precarious jobs.”

Writing “low incomes” brings to mind the story of Yamila—a young
woman who is now 23 with 2 children—who 8 years ago used the words, “so
poor that you don’t even have one peso,” to describe life conditions when she
was 15 and responsible for her 4 siblings. The expression “poor, as always”
also comes to mind; it is used by Alicia Gutiérrez (2015) in her classic book of
the same title. These two expressions carry two meanings that weave a single
thread throughout this chapter: on one hand, the role of family relationships,
and on the other hand, the history, the temporality of life in poverty.

Poverty as a relational condition is about the unequal distribution of innu-
merable resources, including devices, property, rights, opportunities, strate-
gies, or even the very language used to describe distribution, dispute, or
existence. The truth is that the relationship between access and hardship
represents a sharp division in society—between malnourishment, exposure to
cold, substandard living conditions, lack of toys, the inability to go to school,
lack of access to quality medical care, the obligation to care for siblings or
children, and not experiencing any of these situations. These descriptors, in
addition to those listed in the first section of this chapter—as well as others
to be outlined further on—allow us to place the individuals and their families
within the social space in order to learn how they “managed” to survive in
poverty over time and how they started working from an early age in order
to achieve this. It is essential to know what jobs they did and their working
conditions, as well as acknowledge subjects’ capacity for agency, their net-
works, and the state or non-state support they were able to access or create.

Yamila

Yamila was born in the province of Misiones, in a town where the main
activity is the cultivation of yerba mate; she describes it as “a place where
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people help each other” and adds “everybody is poor there, there aren’t
people with money like here.” A few years later, her mother decided to
separate from her father and they moved to the city of La Plata to live in
the neighborhood where she was living when we talked to her. Even
though this family migratory movement is one of the first crucial moments
in her trajectory, there is another which she considers to be the most rel-
evant, which represented a turning point in her life and forced her to grow
up very suddenly. At the time, she was one of six siblings, the oldest of
whom had stayed behind in Misiones. The youngest was two months old
when the mother decided to leave the neighborhood on her own, leaving
Yamila with all care responsibilities (the mother came back approximately
two years later and left again several times): “from that day on I had to
take on the role of the absent adult, and I was 8 years old.” She threw
herself into caring for her siblings, who were now her responsibility.
She started working in the house of a neighbor, first running errands and
then doing cleaning jobs; after a while she abandoned primary school. “I
couldn’t deal with everything, one day I stopped going; then, so did
Osvaldo, and later, so did Marcelo,” she said, referring to the brothers
who followed her chronologically. Only the two youngest siblings stayed
in school. They supported themselves by means of multiple strategies:
Yamila’s work (which continues into the present in a variety of jobs), her
brother’s occasional employment, help from neighbors, social programs,
and integration into a social organization with community centers for
babies, children, and young people. These state and community support
systems and these children and adolescents” own capacity for agency made
possible their survival without being institutionalized.

Yamila’s trajectory from an early age set her on a continuous course of
cumulative disadvantage. She never stopped working, except during cer-
tain weeks or months when she was unemployed. However, all her jobs
have been in the informal sector without access to social security; conse-
quently, despite having 15 years’ work experience, she has been unable to
participate in the retirement system, health coverage, workplace accident
insurance, or have access to any other benefit available to some employees
(e.g. unionization, loans, co-insurance, among others). Her jobs have
included running errands, cleaning houses, attending clients in a pizza
kitchen, sweeping the streets and plots of the city, assisting nurses, and
finally, her current job, taking care of a sick elderly lady. However, her path
has allowed her to accumulate certain kinds of capital. First, as social capi-
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tal, she benefits from relationships with neighbors and with the social
organization where she is a participant. Her economic capital consists of
the lot where she has lived as a squatter with her mother and her siblings,
as well as the fruits of the different income transfer programs which she
has strategically articulated to obtain a little more money with each succes-
sive month. Thirdly, as cultural capital, she has studied to become a nurs-
ing assistant in a public hospital. Despite having all this experience at just
23 years old, Yamila is still living in poverty. Now she has two young
children, she rents a house for the three of them in the same neighbor-
hood, and she is able to support her family with the money she earns as a
care worker (informal skilled paid work), together with the payments she
receives from social programs (AUH,® Plan Mas Vida,” and a municipal
contribution by the childhood and adolescence department) and the aid
from the social organization in which she still participates.

Antonio

Antonio graduated from a public high school near his home and is one of
the few in the neighborhood to achieve this milestone despite experiencing
homelessness during several periods of his life. He was born and raised in the
same place. He did not have much to eat and was often exposed to the cold.
He lives with his mother and is the oldest of three siblings. While at school
he was supported by his mother, by a social organization he has attended
since he was a child, by an income transfer program (A UH), and, of course,
by his own determination. All of his siblings are still in school, although one
of them has attended intermittently since he started high school.

Living conditions have been hard for the family: they live as squatters
on a plot which they share with an uncle and his family; it has flooded on
occasion and the building, fragile at first, can now be considered vulnera-
ble, and it has always been small. Antonio’s mother has always had inter-
mittent and precarious jobs. She experienced gender-based violence at the
hands of one of her partners, also causing Antonio to experience family
violence. Continuing his education was connected to his strong desire to
obtain a “formal” job and to turn that schooling capital into economic
capital. However, that goal has not yet been achieved—by enrolling in the
police force or armed forces as Antonio had planned—since he was rejected
by both of them.

Antonio started working outside his home when he was 16 years old.
He used to be partially responsible for taking care of his siblings and the
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house, as well as searching the neighborhood for clothes and food from
churches, soup kitchens, and organizations. He started working in a refrig-
erator repair shop, but received hardly any money and eventually grew fed
up: “it was unfair, I didn’t even get one peso.” A variety of different jobs
followed, all of them precarious, inconsistent, and sporadic: as a gardener,
builder’s apprentice, and painter. At the community organization, he
acquired informal training in graphics; despite some difficulties, he
completed his training and started working at the printing house run by
the same NGO. Like Yamila and 95% of low-income young people, he has
no social security because he has never had formal employment (see
Table 4.3). Antonio made a classic bet on schooling, an investment that
has not yet brought returns, and neither his family trajectory nor the labor
market have provided the structural conditions necessary for obtaining
such a return. Now 20, he still lives with his mother and siblings. Antonio
and his mother combine their incomes and some occasional contributions
from the father of his siblings, together with money transfers from social
programs (AUH, Plan Mas Vida) and the aid of a social organization
(clothes, food, mediation with government agencies, educational and rec-
reational activities for children and young people).

Abel

The third life story is Abel’s. He was born and raised in the neighborhood
where he lives with his mother, his father, and four younger siblings in a
house made of wood and cement with repairs made of cardboard and
nylon. He completed up to the penultimate year of high school, but
dropped out after failing a number of classes. He plans to finish school
someday “because the certificate is good to have,” he tells us, revealing his
hope of overcoming the accumulation of disadvantages keeping him
down. His mother is his role model, having finished her own high school
through the FinEs2' program. Reproduction strategies in the family’s
home combine the income earned by his father, who works in construc-
tion, with his mother’s work in the house and the raising of the children,
as well as social program benefits (AUH, Mds Vida), donations of clothes
and food by neighbors, and income from Abel’s own work.

At the age of 12—the same time he started high school—he began
working in a neighborhood bakery: “I cleaned sheet trays the whole morn-
ing after baking.” He was paid very little, but “you couldn’t get many
other jobs at that age.” It lasted “around two years.” Many other times he
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helped his father working as his builder’s assistant; in that job he some-
times earned his own money, but at other times it was his father who
received all the money, which was used for the household. There were
times when he did not work, but the need to do so always existed: “I had
to work to help my family, or, at least, get money to meet my expenses.”
He became interested in the esthetic production on the body, such as
piercings and tattoos, and he approached the field by learning the profession
with the help of an older tattooist. He started investing in equipment and
inks with what money he could save from odd jobs, until he equipped
himself with working tools and clients. Now he is 18 and works as a free-
lance tattooist, as well as working a number of other informal jobs.

As mentioned before, Yamila, Antonio, and Abel are part of the “low-
income” group of the population characterized in statistical terms in the
previous section, where we could visualize differences by income regarding
inequality in employment opportunities, categories of inactivity, access to
social security, and job characteristics (see Tables 4.1, 4.2, 4.3, and 4.4).

In order to make some general interpretations about the three stories—
and somehow include many others that were not told here but share simi-
larities with the ones presented—we will consider Mora Salas and de
Oliveira’s (2014) analytical axes, overtaking and deepening Elder’s
approach (1994): (1) family environment; (2) occurrence and timing of
life events; (3) critical moments; (4) family, social, and institutional sup-
ports; and (5) choices, decisions, expectations, and future plans. This will
enable us to identify the ways in which disadvantages are either accumu-
lated or overcome, challenging the notion that work “per se” or “any” job
is enough to achieve the eradication of poverty.

As regards the family environment, we are talking about domestic units
who have been living in poverty for at least three or four generations (the
earliest historical records only go this far, although this does not imply
that people in general had better living conditions in the more distant
past). Labor situations that contribute to this cycle include the scarcity of
formal employment, low salaries—always—precarious working condi-
tions, and the booming informal economy, which provides no access to
social security. Labor informality is a constant in poor families. Yamila’s
grandparents live within a locally based agricultural economy in the
Northwest of the country; her mother migrated to La Plata as an adult
and transitioned her working trajectory from rural work to urban work in
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services. Some of Abel’s and Antonio’s grandparents were born in La
Plata, while others also had their origins in the country’s Northwest. The
two men and their parents were born in the neighborhood where they
continue to live to this day.

In previous research (Chaves et al., 2016), we showed how a family’s
“progress” and improvements in living conditions are structured around
four elements: (1) Access to land and/or housing, measured by property,
possession, and type of materials; (2) Access to infrastructure and services:
electricity, water, gas, drains, pavement, transport, health, and education;
(3) Integration into non-rural employment, greater occupational choices,
better working conditions, and symbolically better-regarded jobs; (4)
Access to public programs: social support, health, and education. The
family and class trajectory conditions of the young men and women who
participated in this research socialized them into a working environment
from a young age which demands effort, physical strain, and working pre-
cariousness, as well as imposing gender-based social divisions in employ-
ment based on traditional gender roles. This reproduces the scheme of
working outside the house for men and inside the house—or inside and
outside—for women.

Argentina has seen an increase in the intergenerational accumulation of
school-based qualifications.!! The families of these young people are no
exception to this trend. While this accumulation of educational capital
represents one way to overcome disadvantages, the case of Antonio, and
that of many others, serves to illustrate that it is another thing entirely to
translate this progress into economic gain similar to that achieved by youth
at other income levels, with the search often ending in frustration. Yamila’s
situation is the bleakest, since she has not finished primary school. Many
young people are in the same situation: their desire and intent to finish
their schooling are genuine; however, they cannot find an institutional
offering that fosters them or that might be compatible with their paternity
or maternity situations and /or jobs.

The occurrence and timing of life events is the second axis of analysis.
In the cases studied, we considered births, deaths, beginning of workforce
participation, and union of partners as life events. The three cases described
show an early entry into the workforce: their working careers outside their
houses start when they are between 8 and 16, and if we include work done
inside the home, it begins even earlier in two cases with the care of sib-
lings, feeding the family, and house cleaning. The time spent taking care
of others is a factor that produces significant inequality in comparison to
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children and young people from other social positions. There is an accu-
mulation of disadvantage of several aspects: by obstructing schooling,
influencing early processes of responsibility and autonomy, and narrowing
of the possible spectrum of work opportunities (with job searches subor-
dinated to the times that care work leaves available).

Yamila’s life reveals the incidence of maternity as a life event. She imag-
ined that the birth of her first child would mean emancipation from her
mother, ending her responsibilities to care for her siblings and support her
family: “I thought that if I had a child I would be able to leave and
wouldn’t have to support them anymore.” But that autonomy came at the
cost of further accumulation of disadvantage: she did not stop taking care
of others, merely shifting from one subject of care to another, and she
could not gain time “to go back to school” or “go out and have fun.”
Consequently, this life event appears to have had a double effect: on one
hand, it had the positive result of overcoming the disadvantage of being
subordinated to her mother and the achievement of economic and hous-
ing autonomy; on the other hand, it nonetheless contributes to the accu-
mulation of disadvantages, since she is still left caring for others and
supporting them economically.

Crucial moments constitute the third axis of analysis. Certain life events
are also crucial moments, but that is not the case in any of the life stories
told here. Yamila’s own perception of the crucial moment that represents
a turning point in her life was “becoming responsible for my sister.” Her
life and the lives of her siblings became disorganized and organized again
due to her mother’s departure. According to these young people’s descrip-
tions, fathers and/or mothers who do not take care of their children,
either temporarily or permanently, produce crucial moments in their life
trajectories. It is worth noting a gender-based difference in the perception
of adults’ roles, as the absence of the father is normalized, and therefore
perceived more as a life event than a crucial moment (but, of course, not
in every case). Such an idea is based on a patriarchal conception of whose
responsibility it is to care for children, one which dominates the Western
cultural matrix.

In relation to the fourth axis, support, we have previously established
that family incomes are not only based on incomes, payments for work,
money transfers, or benefits from social policies!? but also on “contribu-
tions” by relatives and friends, as well as cultural, political, social, sport-
based, and religious organizations. The focus of our research on young
people in La Plata with ties to a community organization has made it pos-
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sible to study the influence of the organization, and some of its adult men-
tors, on the lives of these young people and on the reproduction strategies
used within both their families of origin and their own families. Health and
educational institutions are insufficient at the margins where society’s
poorest live their lives; they are characterized by crumbling infrastructure
and often by negligent attention (Chaves, 2014b). Nonetheless, those who
manage to attend and remain in school gain meaningful experiences and
combine trajectories of “doing well” intermittently with “doing badly,”
possibly because of longer interruptions of schooling, as in Abel’s case.
Adult mentors who provide meaningful support also work in the areas of
health, school, and sport, but universally the most influential support is
that provided by the nuclear family and particularly the mother figure.

In our analysis of the three life courses, we have described situations
and processes of accumulation and dispossession of capital. We have shown
different positions within the social space and the variety of social roles
performed by these young people in their daily lives. Drawing on these
analyses, we could interpret some of the situations described as creating or
eliminating advantages and disadvantages. Bearing in mind that these fam-
ilies are situated among the poorest 30% of Argentinian families, the con-
struction of trajectories in the analyzed sector shows heterogeneity, but
also many recurring themes. The permanence in the role of workers is one
constant; another, to be discussed below, is the representation of a hard
life, based on a strong perception of effort, which contrasts with the idea
held by many in Argentinian society about poor young men and women.
What is described both by outsiders but also inside poor neighborhoods as
laziness, apathy, or “ni-n:” (Spanish for a young person who “neither
works nor studies”) is translated in practice into a wide range of ways to
combine work, study, and care work.

CONCLUSION

It may seem obvious, but given the current context, obvious does not
mean unnecessary: labor market integration does not necessarily imply
social integration into decent living conditions that reverse and overcome
poverty. Different forms of exploitation and the inequality networks in
which young people participate determine whether conditions of poverty
worsen, stay the same, or are opened to real possibilities for change. The
situations of the families and young people studied in La Plata and in
Coérdoba Capital are not exceptions among working class youth in large
urban centers in Argentina, but rather the rule.
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Exposure to labor exploitation and a lack of decent wages are common
themes in working class trajectories. Their activities are carried out in jobs
and industries which are badly paid and, in many cases, poorly regarded by
society. These jobs are informal and offer no health coverage, meaning
that access to quality health services for this working population is limited,
setting the foundations for precarious lives. As sustained by Therborn
(2015) and Bravo Almonacid (2015), you live less when you are poor.
Also, in a way, integration in the labor market starting in childhood or
adolescence produces premature exhaustion of human energy. Moreover,
when jobs do not provide payments into retirement programs, employees
are left without the economic support of social security when they grow
old. The endless cycle of precarious employment and the impossibility of
moving out of the informal economy keep these young people, and usu-
ally their parents, for the most part, trapped within the most vulnerable
positions in the social space.

The young people who participated in the research are imbricated in
networks of inequality (Reygadas, 2004) that both reproduce their con-
dition of poverty and their positions of subordination in various areas, as
they allow to identify the youth agencies, “the efforts” (Saravi, 2009,
Jacinto et al., 2005, Roberti, 2016; Chaves, 2016) and the strategies they
carry out to live.!?

Ways to get out of poverty do exist, but they do not depend exclu-
sively or even mostly on the subjects. As we have endeavored to show
throughout this chapter, the wide range of conditions, opportunities,
rewards, and protection available through work are deeply unequal in
nature and must be disclosed. This concept has been the driving force
behind this research, for both the urban-based population analysis and
the case studies of Yamila, Antonio, and Abel. Our focus has been on
wage earners and occasional workers living in poverty, who come from
families in the same situation, on trajectories pointing them toward a
continuity or even a worsening of their condition. As such, while work-
force participation is necessary, it is not sufficient on its own to produce
decent living conditions. It has long been acknowledged that the “sale of
labor” does not provide enough resources for its own reproduction.
However, a substantial improvement in the conditions of the state’s
organization of care work could result in improvements in the lives of
children, teenagers, and young men and women who take care of others.
The same is true of the creation of protection systems for young and
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adolescent workers, which would also go a long way toward ending some
of the effects of cumulative disadvantage.

Data on the strategies used by young men and women to combine
care work, studies, and work allow us to conclude that, if certain disad-
vantages can be overcome, perhaps through obtaining access to basic
rights and decent working conditions, a positive effect will be passed over
into other areas. It is necessary to imagine, design, and implement mea-
sures that carry a real possibility of creating compatibility between the
different social roles held by these young people: father, mother, student,
worker, and care worker, among others. It is also important to bring
recognition and validation to the role of poor young men and women in
care work, as it represents a fundamental contribution to their families’
reproduction strategies.

We would like to mention one more thing before making reference to
the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development: the moral value of work
and how work, “the attitude towards work,” or “working culture” (Assusa,
2016; Chaves, 2016; Chaves et al., 2016) are used by several social agents
to build a sense of moral belonging in communities. The young people
studied here also do this—on one hand, by internalizing meritocratic
dichotomies that distinguish between “hard working people and lay-
abouts”; on the other, disputing the meaning for a positive recognition of
their situation in the face of the classic stigma that young poor people do
not work.

To sum up, in this chapter we have sought to contribute to the char-
acterization of life courses of young people whose work trajectories began
in childhood or adolescence and who live in poverty. We also intended to
contribute to the visibility of work trajectories which, having started at
childhood and in poverty, imply an accumulation disadvantage which
cannot be reversed simply through blame or individual responsibility,
fragmentary public policies, “the free market,” destiny, or chance. In
accordance with the United Nations’ 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development, we intend to spread knowledge that could influence the
implementation of measures to fulfill those goals: zero hunger, no pov-
erty, decent work and economic growth, and gender equality—to men-
tion just 4 of the 17 goals. However, these cannot be achieved without a
deep transformation in exploitative relationships and inequality networks
in which the lives of the young people in this research take place—as well
as all the other men and women who, like them, work hard and continue
leading lives of poverty.
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NoOTES

1. Chaves’ data about trajectory were collected in the context of a socio-

community activity with young people, which included accompanying
them through their lives and activities in a social organization. It was
financed by National Scientific and Technical Research Council
(CONICET) and National University of La Plata ( UNLP) research grants
and UNLP National Community Extension and Volunteering Activities
and University Policies Office. Assusa’s work is part of several research
projects financed by the CONICET and National University of Cérdoba.

. The Permanent Household Survey (PHS) is the main statistical source in

Argentina to monitor data related to socioeconomic and working indica-
tors. It gathers information on urban centers, most of which have more
than 100,000 inhabitants. This source is representative—taking necessary
precautions—of a country like Argentina, which has more than 90% of its
population in urban spaces. This must be taken into account if international
comparisons are to be made, mainly in the Latin American region, where
countries like Brazil, Mexico, and Bolivia have 14%, 21%, and 30% of rural
population, respectively (according to World Bank data from 2015).

. The period 2003-2015 is defined as a time of neodevelopmentalist policies

by several authors (O’Connor, 2009; Féliz, 2015, among others). The
national government had the same political line: Peronism. The first presi-
dency was Néstor Kirchner’s (2003-2007), and then Cristina Fernindez
de Kirchner was president for two periods (2007-2015). In 2015, this
administration was defeated in the polls by Mauricio Macri—whose party
is called Cambiemos (alliance between Republican Proposal (PRO) and
Radical Civic Union)—and a period of neoliberal policies began.

. The period characterized by the “Convertibility Plan” in Argentina has to

do with the monetary policy of the 1990s, which was developed during the
presidency of Carlos Menem and the interrupted presidency of Fernando
de la Raa. The crisis of the neoliberal model in the country led to a com-
plementary crisis of the political representation system in 2001, which only
stabilized in 2003 due to the beginning of Néstor Kirchner’s presidency,
even though some of the specific policies coming out of the crisis had
already started in 2002. Most of these measures implied returning to poli-
cies of economic deregulation and enormous flexibility in the labor market
beginning in the 1990s. Because of the drastic modification that this
change produced on economic policies and the dynamic of workforce
demand, reconstruction of working policies, and distributive struggle,
alternative categories are used to characterize a period difficult to describe:
postconvertibility, postneoliberalism, neodevelopmentalism, and so forth.
For further information about the characterization of the “project” that
began in 2003, see Feliz (2012).
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In 2007 the national government took control over INDEC [Spanish for
National Institute of Statistics and Census of Argentina] and modified the
calculation of CPI. This rate, apart from being useful to analyze basic con-
sumer goods and, consequently, the lines of poverty and extreme poverty,
adjusted the payment of interest on the foreign debt. The manipulation of
this rate was a significant topic of discussion for the public and the media
and cast doubt on the transparency of the entire National Statistical System
during the last years of presidency of the Victory Front bloc. A group of
private studies analyzing the measurement of these figures became visible
in recent years, among which the Argentine Social Debt Survey by the
Catholic University of Argentina stands out. At the same time, it has been
suggested that there was a certain manipulation in the unemployment fig-
ures, namely, a kind of search that checked cases of “dubious” activity or
unemployment. The most critical estimate holds that the differences pro-
duced by these revisions may oscillate between 0.5% and 1%.

. The Permanent Houschold Survey (PHS) is the main statistical source in

Argentina for monitoring data related to socioeconomic and working indi-
cators. It gathers information on urban centers, most of which have more
than 100,000 inhabitants. This source is representative—taking necessary
precautions—of a country like Argentina, which has more than 90% of its
population in urban spaces. This must be taken into account if interna-
tional comparisons are to be made, mainly in the Latin American region,
where countries like Brazil, Mexico, and Bolivia have 14%, 21%, and 30%
of rural population, respectively (according to World Bank data from
2015).

. For definitions and discussions about precarious and informal labor and

jobs in Argentina, we suggest Beccaria, Carpio, and Orsati (2000),
Battistini (2009), and Bertranou, Jiménez, and Jiménez (2013).

. [Spanish for Universal Child Allowance]. It is a conditional income trans-

fer program for underage (18 years old or less) people attending school,
having medical checkups done, and whose parents have no formal or free-
lance work. For further information, see Social Security Observatory
(2011).

. A Conditional Cash Transfer Program financed by the State (State and

Buenos Aires Province) which has maternity integration requirements (at
least two children) and the lack of a formal work or freelance work. For
more information, see http://planmasvida.com

“Fines2 Program (Spanish for High School Completion Plan) is a national
policy, managed by provinces, whose objective is to guarantee the comple-
tion of high school education by young people and adults who could not
do so for a number of reasons” (for further information, see Crego &
Gonzilez, 2015: 3).
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11. Information can be found in the Information System on Educational
Trends in Latin America (SITEAL, IIPE-UNESCO, http://www.siteal.
iipe-oei.org) and in the National Department of Information and
Assessment of Educational Quality (DINIECE), Ministry of Education:
http://portales.educacion.gov.ar/diniece /

12. In the analyzed period, we identified a positive impact caused by the
Universal Child Allowance income transfer policy, Provisional Inclusion
Plan (Bravo Almonacid, 2015), and the policies related to work coopera-
tives in urban maintenance administrated by the State and municipal
authorities (Crego & Gonzilez, 2015).

13. See chapters in this book about Argentina written by Marfa Eugenia
Rausky, focusing on children and teenagers, and by Débora Gorban and
Ana Tizziani, dealing with paid women domestic workers.
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