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Causes of Poverty in Chicago

Abstract
Chicago is one city that has been hit hard by poverty. It has lost much business and industry, it has lost much

of its middle-class population, and it has experienced an increased crime rate.
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Editor's Note: The following four short essays were witten by
students in a Freshman Sem nar course taught by Dr. Seeborg in the
fall of 1992. The course dealt with issues related to race and
poverty.

Causes of Poverty in Chicago

by
Angela A. Smth

Chicago is one city that has been hit hard by poverty. It has
| ost nmuch business and industry, it has |lost nuch of its
m ddl e-cl ass popul ation, and it has experienced an increased
crime rate.

Several systemc problenms have contributed to increased
poverty in Chicago, naking it nearly inpossible for the urban
poor to escape the cycle of poverty.

One factor contributing to increased poverty is the |ack of
wi I lingness by financial institutions to reinvest in black
comuni ti es, especiaIIK poor bl ack communities. Wen bl ack
busi nesses or nei ghborhoods are destroyed by a natural disaster
or civil unrest, they often are never rebuilt. This contributes
to a lack of jobs in these communities.

Anerica' s poor also are suffering at the hands of big
busi ness. Those who |ive in governnent subsidized housing are
often di spl aced by what is called "progress.” Wen a housing

roject is denolished to make way for a new building, the new
ui din? usual Iy is an apartnent conplex intended to house
non-wel fare reci pients or sonme other structure like a sports
stadium Construction of the new Chicago Stadiumon the city's
| npoveri shed Wst Side, for exanple, wll displace the poor
living in the area.

I n many ways, the federal welfare systemhas hel ped to
perpetuate the cycle of poverty that has trapped so many of the
nation's poor. According to Daniel Bassill, executive director
and founder of Cabri ni nnections, the welfare systemis very
"unuser friendly" and in many ways it "nakes people cheat" in
order to get by.

It is a systemthat does not allowwelfare recipients to have
asset s—ene nust be financially broke to receive nore aid. Gary
Qui chard, a Cook County public defender, notes the unfortunate
effects of this policy wth the case of a wonman who was
crimnally prosecuted for wel fare fraud because she saved noney
for her daughter's college education. This is just one exanpl e of
how t he wel fare systemdi scourages initiative and limts the
ability of individuals to break the cycle of poverty.

The probl ens of housing and wel fare are cl osely |inked.
Soci al worker Lynette Thomas points out that the Chicago Housing
Authority (GH3) often subsidizes "substandard housi ng" for the
poor. In nmany cases, the CHA is paying the bulk of a $500—$600
monthly rent for apartnents with no hot water or heat.
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The reality of poverty hit ne very hard when | w tnessed
inner-city conditions in Chicago as part of a freshman sem nar
course on "Race and Poverty" that | took |ast senester at
[11inois Wsleyan University. Looking at all the decay and
deterioration 1t is easg t o understand how nost of us pass by
these areas and are unable to see past the rubble. W don't see
that what is nowthe enpty shell of a building was once, perhaps,
the dreamof a young entrepreneur.

This environnent also limts the viewpoints of those who
live in poverty plagued areas. They often are unable to see much
hope for thenselves in terns of escaping their inpoverished
nel ghbor hoods.

When one is surrounded by ruin and hopel essness, it becones
difficult to see nmuch el se.

Race and Poverty
b
Tin1CUIgertson

The inner city has suffered in the second half of the 20th
century. Business has noved out, crime has proliferated, and the
only Eeople left inthe inner city are the poor.

The debate over the causes of and solutions for inner-city
problens are a |eading topic in donestic policy discussions.
Theories about the cause of inner-city poverty tend to belong to
two school s of thought.

The structurali st theorY argues that povert%_is a result of
the system—+the poor underclass has no responsibility for their
own poverty. For exanpl e, blacks who fornerly lived 1 n areas now
consi dered ghettoes had m ddl e class inconmes so they were able to
own and nai ntain hones. Wien m ddl e cl ass bl acks began m grating
to the suburbs, they sold their honmes to others who were not as
wel | of f. These new honeowners were affluent enough to own hones,
but did not have enough di sposabl e i ncone to ErOVIde for proper
upkeep of their hones and nei ghbor hoods, which began to
deteri orate.

The neocl assi cal school, on the other hand, criticizes
wel fare and ot her governnent aid for the poor, arguing t hat such
social programs are undesirable since they tend to underm ne the
I ncentive of recipients to work and save noney. Under nost
benefit prograns, recipients are penalized for earning additiona
i ncome. For exanple, a welfare faniIK m ght have benefits renoved
on a dollar-for-dollar basis if the head of househol d earns
additional inconme. There is really no incentive for working if
t he sane anount of noney can be gained w thout getting a job.

Wil e the wel fare systemdoes encourage freeloading, it also
is true that there are fewwork opportunities in the inner city.
As inner cities decayed, there has been a |ack of capital for
reinvestnment. There is sinply no interest in rebuildi ng the inner
city- noney noves to the suburbs and never seens to cone back.
Jobs followthe noney. Mdst jobs remaining in the city are held
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