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INTRODUCTION 

The Problem of Poverty in 

Literary Criticism 

THIS association of poverty with progress is the great enigma of our times,” 
wrote the social reformer Henry George toward the end of the nineteenth cen-

tury, “the central fact from which spring industrial, social, and political difficulties 
that perplex the world, and with which statesmanship and philanthropy and edu-
cation grapple in vain.” For George, the persistence of poverty in the wealthy na-
tions of the industrialized world posed problems that were ideological as much as 
material—problems with the power to destroy the progressive notions underpin-
ning “civilization” itself. If George was discussing a crisis that afflicted Western na-
tions at large, then the paradox of want amid wealth seemed especially intense in 
an American context where political institutions of theoretical equality were based 
on “a state of most glaring social inequality.” Echoing George in the New York Times 
at the beginning of the twenty-first century, the economist Paul Krugman has de-
scribed the contemporary era as a new Gilded Age in which wealth and income 
have shifted dramatically toward a super-rich elite, leaving the United States—de-
spite its economic achievements—with “more poverty and lower life expectancy 
than any other major advanced nation.” For Krugman, as for George, the promi-
nence of poverty in an American context poses more than just a social problem. It 
augurs the collapse of democracy itself as a political and social ideal.1 

The presence of poverty within the developed nations of the industrialized world 
has always tended to antagonize the liberal assumptions of freedom and univer-
sality that underpin a market economy. Hence the long tradition in Western social 
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N thought of rationalizing poverty by describing the poor as inherently disordered 
and degraded.2 In the United States, with its pronounced ideologies of social fluid-
ity and equality of opportunity, difficult questions have surrounded the masses of 
people who lack the material resources for decent living, and who seem unable to 
rise freely on an economic scale. Doctrines of individualism have tended to down-
play poverty as a problem of social structure by rooting its causes in the flawed 
character or in the immoral behavior of individuals. The nation’s legacy of institu-
tional racism, and the disproportionate rates of poverty among the nonwhite pop-
ulation, have worked to highlight cultural categories, such as race, over social cat-
egories, such as class, in explanations of economic inequality. According to Adolph 
Reed, Jr., in an analysis of the 2004 presidential election results, “the language of 
cultural divide has come to mask the class dynamics in American politics. Culture 
has swallowed or displaced class as an analytical category in American political 
debate, across the ideological spectrum.” When poverty attracts the attention of 
legislators, as it did during the welfare reforms of the mid-1990s, its origins are 
consistently traced to alleged dysfunctions in family structure and lifestyle, or a re-
fusal to conform to correct behavioral values.3 Media projections of a predomi-
nantly dark underclass have further encouraged popular perceptions that poverty 
emerges from factors subcultural and ethnic rather than external and economic.4 

Despite the strong interest of sociologists in the poor, and despite periodic mo-
ments of public consciousness of the nation’s neediest, the subject of poverty has 
remained a partial blind spot in the broader culture, unable to be seen directly or 
for long.5 The deep economic inequities exposed by Hurricane Katrina in 2005 
have made little lasting impact on public attitudes, recent research has shown, 
with poverty and inequality remaining the nation’s “dirty little secret.”6 

The literary expression at the heart of my study is significant, first and foremost, 
because it highlights poverty as a crucial political problem, verging on a national 
catastrophe. Our writers may be drawn more to the polemics of poverty than to its 
potential solutions, yet the debate in which they engage is an essential prerequi-
site to social understanding and action—a making visible of a social situation that 
Barbara Ehrenreich describes as virtually hidden in the national culture, and largely 
absent from its political rhetoric.7 Literary analysis can also help to fill what sociol-
ogists have described as a significant “absence of a historical context in the analy-
sis and dialogue about poverty in this country” by engaging integrally with intel-
lectual and social history, and by offering access to groups of people who—in the 
words of the Depression writer Meridel Le Sueur—“leave no statistics, no record, 
obituary or remembrance.” Literature can shed light too on a topic that has tended 
to resist rigorous philosophical analysis, and has remained far less parsed, in liter-
ary theory and criticism, than companion categories such as desire and con-
sumption.8 (Even those Western philosophers who purport to offer a “philosophy 
of the poor,” argues Jacques Ranciè re, merely reduce the poor to shells of impo-
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tence, passivity, and fatigue, whose real purpose is to sanction the intellectual priv-
ilege that makes philosophy possible.)9 My aim is to let this literature open up the 
complexities and contradictions of poverty as we go along, yet some important 
coordinates can help us to map something like an initial theory of poverty, or at 
least an initial framework of ideas, that can in turn help us to locate the distinc-
tiveness of this contentious category, and thus to understand why—despite its 
powers of political, historical, and philosophical illumination—poverty has been too 
overlooked in literary criticism. 

This book is concerned with literature as an acknowledgment of poverty as a 
specific state of social being, defined by its socioeconomic suffering—a term that 
emerges from broader sociological and anthropological theories of “social suffer-
ing” as a cultural process.10 I choose the narrower term socioeconomic suffering 
because it gets at the peculiar dialectics of poverty as a category—its position be-
tween material and nonmaterial, objective and subjective criteria. As a condition of 
socioeconomic suffering, poverty is primarily material and economic. It rests on 
levels of possession and power, and is physical at its extreme, returning ultimately 
to the body as the site that bears the marks, the damage, of being poor. In this re-
gard, poverty loses its urgency if it is not at least potentially absolute, if it is not 
defined by the lack—or by the threat of the lack—of the resources necessary for 
subsistence, for life itself, or for health and well-being. We can thus attempt to look 
at poverty objectively as a line, a threshold of human welfare. But if poverty is ulti-
mately marked on the body, as hunger or as physical suffering, then it is always as 
much subjective as it is objective. “’Tis not always poverty to be poor,” remarks 
the narrator of Herman Melville’s sketch, “The Two Temples.”11 Here poverty, as a 
socioeconomic level, becomes impoverishment specifically when it is experi-
enced, by an individual or a group, as a kind of suffering. The materiality of need 
thus opens into the nonmaterial areas of psychology, emotion, and culture, with 
poverty moving away from the absolute and the objective toward the relative, the 
ideological, and the ethical. The suffering of poverty is sharpened by socioeco-
nomic inequality, and is thus always pressured relatively by the context of wealth, 
and warped in the United States by ideological forces that work to internalize indi-
gence as shame or blame.12 And poverty is an ethical dilemma, more than simply 
a static “social condition,” because it provokes controversial questions of distrib-
utive justice—whether, for example, disadvantaged individuals are unfairly kept 
from social opportunities—which themselves return to the difficulties of defining a 
socioeconomic minimum and evaluating what is necessary for a level of decent liv-
ing.13 Any definition of what it means to be poor is doubly difficult because it com-
bines shifting economic criteria (the problem of where to draw the line, or where to 
stop drawing it) with much broader community judgments on what constitutes an 
acceptable standard of living, and who is responsible, ultimately, for those people 
who fall beneath it.14 
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N Literature reveals how poverty is established, defined, and understood in dis-
course, as a psychological and cultural problem that depends fundamentally on 
the language used to describe it. This is why creative writers have responded so 
productively to poverty. The problems that poverty raises, whether ideologically, 
ethically, or linguistically, have fueled a network of signifying practices—a history of 
writing and thinking about poverty that remains central to any understanding of the 
history of socioeconomic inequality. We can think of poverty as a discourse in 
more Foucauldian terms: a system of thought that materially disciplines and dis-
empowers the poor. Yet polemics is a better term because it more accurately cap-
tures a degree of contestation and instability in discussions of poverty. Hence pov-
erty gains significance as a social problem that posits a relation and, frequently, a 
contradiction between the discursive—understood qualitatively as psychology, 
culture, politics, and so on—and the material: limited quantities of resources and 
opportunities, for example, or physiological facts of hunger and malnutrition. It is 
instructive in this regard to think of poverty alongside the category of desire be-
cause both seem to return to a fundamental “lack,” yet they are not terms that per-
fectly collapse into one another. Though theories of desire differ, literary critics have 
been particularly drawn to its essential resistance to fulfillment, which explains 
subjectivity as constituted in an impossible desire to return to an original oneness, 
and explains language itself, whose very premise is “based on the foreclosure 
of satisfaction.”15 Poverty may presuppose desire, yet it is a socioeconomically 
bounded form of desire based on the possibility, not the foreclosure, of satisfac-
tion—a possibility of being materially unpoor, which helps shape the suffering of 
poverty in the context of greater levels of wealth, making this suffering seem so 
problematic and, for some at least, so unjust. For many of the writers in this study, 
poverty is also intertwined with questions of selfhood, being, and language, yet 
always in a struggle against a universal, metaphysical understanding of lack, and 
toward an understanding of need as a specific kind of suffering that is at once ma-
terially bounded, socially inscribed, and psychologically registered. 

This dialectical relationship between the material and the discursive defines the 
theoretical parameters of the literary debate over poverty—its particular themat-
ics—and engenders further dialectical relations between necessity and contin-
gency, location and mobility, enslavement and freedom, domination and exploita-
tion, as we shall see throughout this book. Poverty is such a polemical subject in 
part because any balance between its socioeconomic and its psychocultural di-
mensions is always on the verge of being upset, especially in an overweighting 
toward nonmaterial characteristics that can easily seem the cause of need. And 
there has been an imbalance, or a series of biases, in recent critical discourse as 
well—a failure, put simply, to harmonize the competing claims of “class” and “cul-
tural identity” in a way necessary to illuminate poverty as a category or a concept. 
This imbalance is particularly significant, I suggest, because it tends to mirror 
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trends within the mainstream political discourses that the institution of academic 
criticism often purports to oppose. 

Of course, this blindness toward poverty in literary criticism is far from total. 
Robert Bremner’s groundbreaking study, From the Depths (1956), offers a history 
of social and creative writing on the poor, ranging from the “discovery” of poverty 
as a chronic condition in the 1840s to the growing substitution of environmental 
for individualistic explanations of poverty by literary realists and social analysts at 
the turn of the century. Yet Bremner’s study remains a broad overview with little in-
depth textual analysis. Benedict Giamo’s On the Bowery (1989) and Keith Gan-
dal’s The Virtues of the Vicious (1997) offer excellent introductions to the varieties 
of poverty writing in the Gilded Age, and to the middle-class fascination with the 
alternative subculture of the poor. Both of these studies expand the thesis outlined 
by Bremner: that the literature of naturalism, with its predominant interest in the 
underprivileged and the downwardly mobile, necessarily follows the more enlight-
ened view of the poor—as victims of their physical environment—found within turn-
of-the-century social science and Progressive reform. Discussion of poverty is dot-
ted throughout criticism of literary naturalism. Yet even Jennifer Fleissner’s Women, 
Compulsion, Modernity (2004)—one of the best recent reevaluations of the genre— 
depends on a formalist mode of analysis whereby the poverty of characters be-
comes determined by the force of narrative modes, such as “sentimentalism” or 
the “plot of decline,” more than by an authorial engagement with poverty as a so-
cial dilemma.16 In addition to this genre-based containment of poverty, book-
length studies have targeted individual authors, such as Erskine Caldwell, or spe-
cific literary archetypes, such as the southern poor white, which Sylvia Jenkins 
Cook traces into the literature of the 1930s.17 There has, of course, been specific 
attention to poverty in British literature, prompted in part by Gertrude Himmelfarb’s 
exhaustive analyses of poverty as a dilemma within social philosophy from mid-
eighteenth-century thinkers to the late Victorians.18 In a broader, North American 
context, Roxanne Rimstead’s Remnants of Nation (2001) is an interesting analysis 
of writing about poverty by Canadian women that does much to unpack poverty 
as a distinctive narrative category. Yet Rimstead tends to entrench the distinction 
between a politically oppositional discourse in which poor subjects speak their 
own experience of poverty, and a “dominant discourse” that necessarily blames or 
erases the poor through discursive marginalization or symbolic violence.19 

Most typical is the way that poverty enters as a subcategory, or as an occasional 
series of references, within studies of writing by women or by racial/ethnic minori-
ties, and within studies of social class in literature. Stacy Morgan’s Rethinking So-
cial Realism (2004), for example, shows how African American writers and graphic 
artists confronted the psychological strain of poverty, as a disruption to radicalized 
working-class consciousness, alongside their more pervasive consideration of racial 
injustice (Morgan is one of the few literary scholars who makes poverty an entry in 
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N her index).20 Amy Lang’s The Syntax of Class (2003) refers throughout to the power 
of poverty to determine the class positions of characters, yet the book remains 
mostly interested in the ways that social class, as a broader category of identity, 
interacts with gender and, to a lesser extent, with race. Lang’s study adds to a 
strong critical focus on domesticity as the locus of U.S. class consciousness, 
which tends to emphasize how the middle class anxiously constructed itself 
against representations of the working classes. Within this literature on class, how-
ever, the referencing of poverty has often remained vague and has refused to co-
alesce into a focused and specific analysis, as we shall see. Critics have tended to 
discuss representations of human subjects understood to be poor without explic-
itly targeting or debating poverty as a distinct form of socioeconomic suffering (a 
point that can apply to primary texts as well). Why has an overwhelming concern 
with the socially marginalized emerged without a sufficient framework in which to 
situate an explicit discussion of material deprivation? The answers, I suggest, lie 
both within the characteristics of contemporary critical methodologies, and within 
the nature and difficulty of poverty itself as a category. 

The obvious reason for the neglect of poverty lies in the notorious downgrading of 
class as a category of literary analysis, which reflects the silencing of working-class 
consciousness and the masking of class segregation in American society.21 In their 
unusually statistical analysis of the breadth of articles that have appeared in Amer-
ican Quarterly since its inception in 1949, Larry Griffin and Maria Tempenis con-
clude that there is a long-standing bias in American studies toward the multicul-
tural questions of gender, race, and ethnicity at the expense of analyses of social 
class—an emphasis on questions of identity and representation rather than on 
those of social structural position. Griffin and Tempenis argue that disciplinary bor-
ders within American-studies scholarship have hampered engagement with social-
science methodologies that have maintained an emphasis on socioeconomics.22 

Writing in the early 1990s, John Carlos Rowe makes a similar point. Methodolo-
gies divide social theorists, who have emphasized changing class divisions since 
World War II, and postmodern critical theorists for whom the concept of class has 
become almost an embarrassment in its maintenance of rigid Marxist distinc-
tions.23 If the 1980s saw an explosion of interest in race and gender (ironically, 
Rowe’s own book, At Emerson’s Tomb, analyzes the politics of classic American 
literature almost solely from the perspectives of race and gender), then the 1990s 
saw the emergence of the nation as a category that some critics describe as 
threatening to displace class altogether from the front line of critical analysis.24 The 
theoretical and critical movement now to decenter the nation itself in an effort to 
think “transnationally” may have originated from social theories of globalized cap-
ital, yet the greatest influence on literary scholarship has been work that stresses 
not global inequity but the international flow of cultural commodities and ethnic 
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identities.25 Rimstead has even argued that postcolonial modes of criticism have 
tended to place perceptions of poverty outside the developed world.26 At the very 
least, the theoretical unsettling of the nation as a unit of analysis can act to distract 
attention from the social experience of class difference, and can neutralize aware-
ness of the state as the domain of welfare and the regulator of social resources by 
which economic inequities get maintained or reduced.27 

Rowe makes a convincing case for the inevitable clash between poststructural-
ist theory and traditional notions of social class. But the most powerful force 
sidelining class has surely been the persistent concern, among literary scholars, 
with the question of cultural identity, seen most recently in transnational work that 
looks like multiculturalism on a global scale. An overwhelming interest in op-
pressed subject positions has tended to evade the problem of economic inequal-
ity by centering social marginalization on the cultural identity of the marginalized.28 

Of course the study of cultural identity is by no means monolithic. The school of 
postpositivist realism, associated with scholars such as Satya Mohanty, for ex-
ample, rejects overly essentialist views of identity and considers class location in 
its complex account of social experience. Yet class can still seem buried, at times, 
in a mode of analysis that stresses domination over exploitation, and that inevitably 
works to affirm the cultural identities of minorities by according them “epistemic 
privilege.”29 Even modes of minority criticism that do keep class more squarely in 
the picture tend to emphasize the affirmative and self-emancipating power of col-
lective class consciousness over the suffering of economic deprivation.30 

In his attempt to reintroduce social class into the canon debate that raged in 
the late 1980s and early 1990s, John Guillory argued that the reduction of politi-
cal questions to the realm of the cultural explains why class is often left out of the 
discussion: “For while it is easy enough to conceive of a self-affirmative racial or 
sexual identity, it makes very little sense to posit an affirmative lower-class identity, 
as such an identity would have to be grounded in the experience of deprivation per 
se.”31 Guillory is one of a number of scholars who have attempted to understand 
the difference of class, as a category of analysis, and to argue forcefully for its im-
portance. In this regard, work that bemoans the absence of class discourse in the 
United States becomes the discourse itself. (The concluding point of Griffin and 
Tempenis’s analysis of American Quarterly is not that class has become any less 
important in recent years, but that class analysis has always been practiced at a 
constant, if rather low, level.) There has, if anything, been a resurgence of interest 
in class in recent years, as critics have offered to rethink class theoretically, to ex-
pand our knowledge of how middle-class writers represented inequality, and to re-
vise the canon by establishing the aesthetic range and ideological complexity of 
neglected writings by left-wing intellectuals and by members of the working class. 
There has been strong critical interest in cross-class representation, in the depic-
tion of work, in the proletarian novel, and in “panic fiction”—just some of the areas 
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N in which class issues naturally feature. To explain the neglect of poverty, then, we 
need to analyze not only the downplaying of class within critical debates but also 
the ways that class typically gets included and discussed. 

Guillory’s use of the term lower class is revealing in this regard as it points to a 
conceptual slipperiness in class analysis, whereby the terms class and poverty 
tend to blur into one another, as if to be poor and to be working class were one 
and the same thing.32 The term poverty has always had an uncertain position in 
class analysis, going back even to Marx himself, who famously described the 
Lumpenproletariat (“ragged poor”) in images of residue and waste—a counterrev-
olutionary conception that later thinkers such as Frantz Fanon have sought to re-
vise.33 Rimstead has speculated that this negative designation of the poor in Marx-
ist theory, which results from poverty being defined “more by consumption than by 
production, more by deprivation and need than by labor or political agency,” helps 
to explain some of the differences between poverty narratives (as she character-
izes them) and working-class writing, and to explain the relative neglect of poverty 
in class-based discourse as a whole.34 The category of poverty certainly remains 
ambiguous in traditional Marxist thought, varying between the one-dimensional 
oppression and domination of the “naturally arising poor,” and the revolutionary 
potential of the “artificially impoverished,” exploited proletariat.35 Poverty is always 
implicit, at some level, within class discourse, just as Raymond Williams describes 
how “the massive historical and immediate experience of class domination and 
subordination” has inspired Marxian analysis of the materiality of cultural produc-
tion.36 Yet this implicitness of poverty is really the problem: class analysis often fails 
to focus sharply on what poverty means as a social category. One of the most 
comprehensive studies of nineteenth-century American class discourse, Martin J. 
Burke’s The Conundrum of Class (1995), for example, charts the controversies sur-
rounding the categorization of class in the United States, but almost entirely ignores 
the specific discourse on poverty that had developed fully by the 1840s.37 Even 
the boldest of recent efforts to reposition social class within critical theory, such as 
Rowe’s essay “The Writing Class,” passes over issues of economic injustice and 
dispossession to arrive at an analysis of the technological and philosophical impli-
cations of the new global economy of representation. Class analysis has, in this 
way, targeted the system of capitalist production and consumption, rather than 
considering the individuals and groups who have remained partly excluded from it. 

This last point is true of perhaps the most prevalent concern in recent literary 
studies of class, the concern with middle-class identity and with the feminized do-
mesticity through which it has often been understood. This perennial interest in the 
middle class, driven powerfully by scholars of nineteenth-century women’s writing, 
has coalesced recently into studies of panic literature, particularly the writing that 
emerged from the economic slumps at midcentury. Analysis of panic literature 
tends to follow Ann Fabian’s thesis that, by undermining confidence in the capital-
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ist system itself, financial panics provoked conservative literary responses that 
sought to resolve the ideological contradictions of the market. The recent critical 
interest in the literature of middle-class fears of economic instability has inevitably 
made poverty seem less a specific, analyzable social state than a potential and 
somewhat vague threat (or at best a momentary slump), while the poor them-
selves become the negative symbols of moral degradation against which middle-
class identity is defined.38 Even when we turn to analyses that have emphasized 
the lower social classes rather than the middle-class lens through which they are 
seen—hence the rise of what John Russo and Sherry Lee Linkon term the “New 
Working-Class Studies”—various critical trends still conspire to cloud analysis of 
poverty as a category.39 These trends can be broadly termed the affirmative, the 
deconstructive, and the composite. 

Affirmative methods of class criticism (we will return later to the deconstructive and 
composite methods) have tended to highlight the culture of the working class, 
rather than the socioeconomic situation of the poor. For example, Michael Den-
ning’s Mechanic Accents (1987), an analysis of the nineteenth-century dime novel, 
follows the lead of new labor historians by stressing not class structure but class 
formation—the social, cultural, and linguistic ways that class relations get signified 
and represented.40 The working class becomes a complex “identity,” formed in re-
sponse to material conditions and socioeconomic power relations, but by no 
means reducible to questions of exploitation and inequality alone.41 Denning’s The 
Cultural Front (1996) is a painstaking investigation of the impact of the labor move-
ment on the culture of the 1930s, yet again any consideration of social hardship is 
displaced by the aesthetic and intellectual effects of a class consciousness based 
broadly on the rise of an inclusive popular front. Indeed, Denning seeks explicitly 
to overturn the belief that the leftward turn in the 1930s emerged from the poverty 
of the Depression (or from the rise of fascism in Europe), rooting it instead in the 
combination of new union organization and a burgeoning culture industry. When 
Denning highlights the representation of urban social conditions, found within the 
era’s “Ghetto Pastorals,” he turns more to the ethnic and racial concerns of this lit-
erature than to its confrontation with poverty and lack.42 

Running against the complex forces that Stanley Aronowitz identifies as silenc-
ing questions of working-class identity in the United States, a dominant strain of 
recent criticism has sought to establish the importance of class not as a response 
to socioeconomic suffering but as an ideological perception and historical experi-
ence shaped positively from what George Lipsitz terms “organizational learning, 
social contestation, and political mobilization.”43 The emphasis on class as a form 
of cultural identity and/or political agency can be seen clearly in recent reevalua-
tions of the proletarian literature of the 1930s. Barbara Foley’s Radical Represen-
tations (1993), for example, suggests how economic deprivation penetrates the 
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N subject matter of proletarian fiction, though her central concern is with the repre-
sentation of class consciousness, in the politically affirmative sense of class as an 
instrument for socialist revolution—a partial reprising of earlier traditions of Marx-
ist criticism.44 Criticism that views literature as evidence for the history of political 
consciousness, moreover, tends to avoid the kind of close textual analysis neces-
sary to understand the ambiguity, instability, and controversy of poverty as a cat-
egory. Though Foley undermines overly simplistic accounts of the political dogma-
tism and stylistic naïveté of proletarian fiction, she explicitly refrains from “detailed 
readings of individual texts” in an effort to “offer omnibus analyses generalizing 
about the relation of generic to doctrinal politics in a broad range of novels.”45 A 
number of recent books that direct attention to the nation’s overlooked history of 
left-wing writing (particularly from the 1930s) tend to base their reevaluations on 
the diversity or the technical complexity of a writer’s literary production rather than 
on an engagement with a single topic such as poverty—a topic that can, after all, 
make a writer seem reductively materialist or overly propagandistic.46 

Supplementing this concern with proletarian fiction, an interest in the category of 
work has also grown in recent literary criticism. Occasionally such criticism stresses 
the impoverishing impact of exploitative labor practices, yet this emphasis on work 
has often deflected direct analysis of poverty.47 Laura Hapke’s Labor’s Text (2001) 
is by far the most exhaustive examination of representations of the worker in Amer-
ican literature, and it too makes occasional reference to the working poor and to 
the inequalities of class that, according to Hapke, get minimized by multicultural-
ists. Yet Hapke is primarily concerned with the cultural perception of the working 
class as an identity, founded on labor as a behavior, and with the political agency 
of the worker.48 In terms of themes, Hapke is drawn most powerfully to the ideol-
ogy of upward social mobility that she describes as haunting labor writing. Ironi-
cally, though, Hapke herself is most critical of a writer such as Upton Sinclair who 
represents the damage of poverty and “casts doubt on workers’ ability to climb 
out of the mire.” The flip side of a desire to see the working class as having intelli-
gence and political agency is a frustration with writers who depict individuals lim-
ited by their socioeconomic environment—writers who thus themselves come to 
seem constrained by their middle-class condescension.49 Hence an awareness of 
the negative effects of poverty can get partially obscured in criticism that valorizes 
working-class consciousness, or that surveys labor writing. 

The overall point here is that a certain branch of class studies has itself shifted 
away from a consideration of socioeconomics, toward an interest in the complex-
ities of social and cultural identity construction. Guillory’s point that class cannot 
be affirmed as an identity, in the same way as race and gender, is only partly true. 
When class arrives with a degree of political agency, it can be (and indeed has 
been) affirmed as a category of identity. Prominent reevaluators of class, such as 
Wai Chee Dimock, have thus emphasized historical evidence that working-class 
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women in antebellum America enjoyed income, cultural pursuits, and communal 
happiness not typically associated with brutalizing industrial conditions.50 But to 
view class in this way, as something that transcends socioeconomic suffering, is 
also to imply the reverse: there are elements of exploitation and deprivation that 
resist a cultural perspective—what Guillory himself describes as the institutional 
powers that restrict access to the channels for representing social identity.51 There 
are undoubtedly avenues along which poverty, as a specific category, can be 
affirmed as a positive good. Lawrence Buell, for example, has called for critics to 
take seriously the long tradition of “voluntary simplicity discourse” that runs through 
American literature, whereby downward mobility represents moral virtue in the con-
text of capitalist materialism. Walter Benn Michaels has identified a similar trend in 
Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri’s Empire (2000): a desire to reclaim the poor for 
the Left by ontologizing poverty as a desirable identity.52 Yet as an enforced situa-
tion of economic disadvantage, poverty resists the affirmative pull of working-class 
consciousness, middle-class self-privation, or ontological theory. To interpret class 
as a cultural or social identity that operates beyond poverty only leaves questions 
of “need,” “deprivation,” and “social necessity” untheorized and excluded. 

Not all analyses of the working class tend to view class as an affirmative entity. Crit-
ics such as Guillory and Rita Felski perhaps go too far in reducing working-class 
status to poverty, making it inevitably the realm of material deprivation and limited 
infrastructural resources, radically isolated from an implicitly middle-class norm.53 

No absolute relation links low income to illiteracy, for example, while environmen-
tal barriers are always potentially surmountable and unstable. Alongside the recent 
trend that characterizes class as a positive formation, a powerful countertrend has 
sought to deconstruct overly rigid assumptions of class consciousness. Ironically, 
though, this poststructuralist reevaluation of class has only again reinforced the 
displacement of poverty as a category of social discourse. 

Wai Chee Dimock and Michael T. Gilmore’s edited collection, Rethinking Class 
(1994), remains an influential attempt to work against the subordination of class 
within literary studies. Most of the essays in Rethinking Class are concerned with 
the complexities of middle-class identity construction, just as the collection as a 
whole strives to understand class as a relational structure not necessarily tied to a 
privileged view of working-class experience and agency. Rethinking Class is di-
rected against an orthodox Marxist account of class as the determinant of histor-
ical change. Far from a primary force, class thus becomes, at times, a “second-
degree register,” an “epiphenomenon,” virtually an abstract social relation lacking 
“causal ground.” When class is targeted centrally, it becomes valued as “a 
theoretical enterprise” rather than “an empirical description of social groups.” 
This rejection of “class essentialism” has yielded a version of class not as a stable 
material fact but as a polymorphous, unstable, and contradictory cultural arena.54 
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