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Onward and Downward David K. Shipler’s The Working Poor reports on the growing
ranks of hardworking Americans who are losing economic ground. | Reviewed by Eric Schlosser. | Page 3
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“The millions who are poor in the United States tend to
become increasingly invisible,” Michael Harrington
wrote in The Other America (1962). “Here is a

great mass of people, yet it takes an effort of the intellect and
will even to see them.” Harrington, a prominent democratic so-
cialist, revealed that not all Americans were sharing in the
prosperity of the Eisenhower era. The Other America brought
the poor out of the shadows, appealed to the conscience of the
educated middle class, became a bestseller and helped to in-
spire the War on Poverty. For a decade or so the existence of
poor housing and poor health in the world’s wealthiest country
was regarded as a national disgrace, a social problem ad-
dressed with the sort of fervor later directed at illegal drug use
and the graduated income tax. Compassion for the poor dwin-
dled amid the stagflation of the late 1970s. It was ridiculed dur-
ing Reagan revolution, whose old-fashioned belief in self-
reliance reached its peak in 1996, when President Bill Clinton
backed legislation to replace federal welfare with hard work.

Now poverty seems once again to have been forgotten. For
the past 20 years the mainstream media have been obsessed
with the lifestyles of the rich and famous—not those of the
poor and dispossessed. In The Working Poor, David K. Shipler
directs our gaze to the people we encounter every day, yet
hardly seem to notice, the low-wage workers who flip burgers
at McDonald’s, stock the shelves at Wal-Mart and sew the
hems of designer clothes. Their misery hides in plain sight.
Like Harrington’s work of a generation ago, The Working
Poor delivers an unsettling message for the comfortably well-
off and complacent: “It is time to be ashamed.” 

Shipler’s focus is not the lazy, the homeless, the seriously
mentally ill—the sort of people whom you might expect to be
poor. Instead he chronicles the plight of those Americans who
have jobs but still live in poverty. It is remarkable how many
people fit that description. A conservative estimate would be
between 35 and 40 million. “Poverty” is not easy to define, and
regional differences in the cost of living make nationwide
measurements particularly difficult. According to the federal
government, in 2002 a family of four—one adult, three chil-
dren—that earned $18,500 had an annual income above the
poverty level. An adult in such a household, working forty
hours a week, five days a week, would have to earn more than
$8.80 an hour to remain above the official poverty line. That is
an hourly wage 70 percent higher than the current federal min-

imum wage. However you measure poverty, it has been grow-
ing in recent years, along with disparities in wealth. One-fifth
of the American population, those at the very bottom of the in-
come scale, have a median net worth of $7,900.

I’ve spent a fair amount of time among the working poor,
and Shipler conveys the stress and anxiety and chaos of their
lives with extraordinary skill. There is nothing simple about
the poverty he depicts. Shipler spent five years investigating
the subject, and the depth of his reporting conveys a reality too
complex to fit neatly into any liberal or conservative scheme.
Poverty emerges in these pages not as the inevitable result of
an unjust society or as a reflection of individual failings, but as
a mixture of both. “Liberals don’t want to see the dysfunctional
family,” Shipler argues, “and conservatives want to see nothing
else.” He supplies a haunting portrait of a woman whose up-
ward mobility in the service industry is blocked, in large part,
by the fact that she has no teeth. Poverty was responsible for
her losing the teeth—and lacking the sort of smile assistant
managers like to see behind the counter, she became trapped in
poverty. We meet victims of sexual abuse trying to recover
from the trauma, migrant workers sleeping 12 to a room,
sweatshop workers exploited by greedy employers, teachers
and social workers struggling to lift children from the lower
depths.

The sort of problems that are merely inconvenient for an up-
per-middle-class family— a flat tire, a baby sitter who fails to
show up, a bout of the flu—can prove disastrous for the work-
ing poor. They live precariously near the edge, without job se-
curity, health insurance or money in the bank. A boss at Wal-
Mart expects workers to come whenever needed, morning,
noon or night. A labor contractor deducts a smuggler’s fee,
along with room and board, from a migrant worker’s weekly

paycheck. The owner of a sweatshop suddenly closes the busi-
ness, then reopens at a new location, leaving workers with
weeks of unpaid wages. And it’s not just unscrupulous employ-
ers who prey on the poor. Financial institutions that offer easy
credit can plunge them into debt. The annual interest charged
by some check-cashing outfits—where the poor must often do
their banking—can reach 521 percent.

No matter how close to the bottom a family may fall, there is
always a relentless, downward pull. “Poverty leads to health
and housing problems,” Shipler explains. “Poor health and
housing lead to cognitive deficiencies and school problems. Ed-
ucational failure leads to poverty.” There is no simple way out
of such vicious circles, and Shipler advocates remedies that are
as complex as the social problems he addresses. A more re-
sponsive network of social services could simultaneously offer
legal, medical, educational and even parenting support. A high-
er minimum wage and health insurance for all Americans
would help, too. Shipler’s proposals defy ideological labels;
they are guided by a pragmatic appreciation of what might ac-
tually get results. 

The Working Poor is not an easy read, and the darkness of
the subject is only partly to blame. Shipler’s hard work de-
served a better editor. The structure of the book is sometimes
confusing, and it would have benefited from a tighter focus,
with fewer individual portraits and digressions. But this is an
essential book. Even those who lack pity and compassion
should be concerned about what is now happening to the poor.
One of the great achievements of postwar America was the cre-
ation of a stable middle-class society. That achievement is un-
raveling. At the moment, the dispossessed are politically apa-
thetic, distracted by video games and cable television, the
modern equivalent of bread and circuses. Yet throughout our
history, poverty and great inequalities of wealth have led to po-
litical extremism and social unrest. The Working Poor and
Barbara Ehrenreich’s Nickel and Dimed, a book that elo-
quently covers some of the same ground, should be required
reading not just for every member of Congress, but for every el-
igible voter. Now that this invisible world has been so power-
fully brought to light, its consequences can no longer be ig-
nored or denied. K

Eric Schlosser is the author of “Fast Food Nation” and “Reefer
Madness.”
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Staying Alive
THE WORKING POOR

Invisible in America

By David K. Shipler. Knopf. 319 pp. $25

Reviewed by ERIC SCHLOSSER

David Shipler shows the diminishing benefits of
working hard and playing by the rules.

The New York Times sets the tone, not only for what
we read each day, but what we see on the network
news. Newspapers and television stations across the

nation follow its lead. This state of affairs, in a nation that
sees itself as the capital of free markets, is appalling, but it
is the reality of the news business. So when disgraced New
York Times reporter Jayson Blair—who left the paper last
year in a torrent of plagiarism and fabrication charges and
brought down the Times’s senior management in his
wake—writes a book called Burning Down My Masters’
House, we should pay attention. We shouldn’t dismiss his
allegations just because the people currently running the
New York Times tell us to (as they recently did in a news ar-
ticle on their own pages).

In a well-publicized series of news reports—broken first
by The Washington Post’s media reporter, Howard Kurtz—
the 27-year-old Blair, then a national reporter for the paper
of record, was discovered to have plagiarized details about
the story of a Texas family that was coping with the news
that a family member was missing in action in Iraq. Blair
took many of the quotes and details of his piece from a story
by Macarena Hernandez, a reporter at the San Antonio Ex-
press-News. In his piece, Blair purported to have in-
terviewed members of the family in person. In reality, he
never even left his apartment in Brooklyn. Upon discover-

ing that it had, indeed, pub-
lished a hoax, the Times uncov-
ered 35 more stories Blair
wrote containing plagiarism
and/or fabrications.

Soon Blair was gone—as
were Times executive editor
Howell Raines, managing editor
Gerald Boyd and star reporter
Rick Bragg, after increased
scrutiny revealed that Bragg
put his byline on a story largely

reported by an uncredited stringer (i.e., a freelance writer).
In an effort to regain the public’s trust, the Times reviewed
many of its reporting standards and practices and, for the

first time in its history, appointed an ombudsman. And the
Times wasn’t the only paper to undergo such soul-
searching. In a renewed effort to serve the public more re-
sponsibly, news organizations across the country reviewed
policies on unattributed and anonymous sources, as well as
soft spots in editorial oversight of the kind that permitted
Blair’s abuses to go undetected at the Times.

Blair’s memoir is an attempt at quasi-justification for his
actions and an indictment of his former employers. He al-
leges, among other things, that plenty of reporters at the
Times committed transgressions similar to his own, in kind
if not in degree. He maintains, for example, that “writing off
of television was not that odd an occurrence at The Times.”
He also claims that Times reporters other than Bragg
worked under what in-house staff called “toe-touch” date-
lines: They would, Blair claims, book hurried flights into
places where stringers and/or editors had already served
up news reports, in order to preserve the technical truth
that a bylined reporter had been on the ground where he or
she claimed to be reporting from.

Could it be true that this often took place at the Times be-
fore the Blair scandal? I don’t think we should simply dis-
miss what Blair says as dubious whining (if we do, then we
are still left with the managerial puzzle of his story: The

Journalism

The Paper Chase
BURNING DOWN MY MASTERS’ HOUSE

My Life at The New York Times

By Jayson Blair. New Millennium. 298 pp. $24.95

Reviewed by HUGH PEARSON

A tell-all (or at least a tell-some) from the
infamous disgraced New York Times reporter.

Continued on page 4
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That a young Strom Thurmond had sexual congress with
his family’s black maid did not curl the hair of those
who’ve long understood the earthy passions that disrupt

the South’s storied miscegenation taboo. Now comes Edward
Ball with a saga about a British transsexual (male to female)
who landed in 1960s South Carolina and married a black laborer
with whom she claimed in 1971 to have a child. Yet for all the
race-mixing, gender-bending, miracle-birth angles of Peninsula
of Lies, Ball’s narrative, like the Thurmond story (thus far),
leaves readers hungry for a deeper probing of love, lust and re-
bellion in Dixie. 

Ball is the author of Slaves in the Family, an acclaimed 1998
book that chronicles the mixing of bloodlines in his socially
prominent South Carolina family. As he tells it, Peninsula of
Lies was inspired by a query he received, in 1999, about “the
Ball commode chair,” an 18th-century family heirloom that the
letter writer, Charleston socialite Dawn Langley Simmons,
claimed to have once owned. “Although I had no idea where the

[toilet] might be, the chair created a link between this stranger
and me, through the warmth of the seat, you might say,” he
writes. 

Upon further investigation, Ball discovered that Simmons
(whose death in 2000 precluded their meeting) had been born
male in England, in the early 1920s, of servant-class roots he
found it painful to acknowledge. Then named Gordon Hall, he
eventually made his way to New York where, at age 30 and con-

flicted about his sexuality, he became an intimate of an un-
married, 69-year-old heiress to the Whitney fortune (of cotton
gin fame).

Ball quotes a friend of the “December-May” pair: Gordon “be-
came the accommodating male whenever Isabel [Whitney]
needed a companion. . . . He went everyplace she wanted to go
that she needed an escort—and in exchange, Isabel gave him a
place to live, and paid his expenses.” When Whitney died in
1962, Hall inherited a cache of stocks, real estate, jewelry, art
and antiques valued today at about $6 million. Accompanied by
his pets (a parrot and two Chihuahuas), Hall soon left for
Charleston in a car driven by a uniformed chauffeur. “Within a
few weeks . . . [Hall] had followed the custom of the showy rich,
hiring a black cook . . . and an elderly black butler,” the author
writes. 

Here Ball blows the chance to discuss, if only briefly, the in-
triguing stories of other wealthy American women who be-

Biography

Both Sides Now
PENINSULA OF LIES

A True Story of Mysterious Birth and Taboo Love

By Edward Ball. Simon & Schuster. 271 pp. $24. 

Reviewed by EVELYN C. WHITE

A Southern tale of gender-bending and forbidden love.

Continued on page 5

Times clearly, and badly, bungled the character assessment
portion of their review when they hired this intern onto
their staff). I also know how easy it is to simply get on the
telephone and interview someone for a story. As a Wall
Street Journal editorial page writer, where I wrote feature
editorials that required interviewing, I often traveled but
never engaged in “toe-touching.” If I interviewed someone
by phone who lived in another city, then my feature editori-
al was published with no dateline.

Yet I can also imagine how expeditious such a practice
would be: Have the reporter working on a story use the tele-
phone, then, to justify an impressive dateline, simply have
him or her get on and off an airplane (saving the cost of a
hotel, meals and rental car). I can imagine someone watch-
ing the budget saying, “Why not?” And when Blair says that
the Times (at least before his scandal erupted) often em-
ployed uncredited stringers to do much, if not all, of the leg-
work on a story and then passed it along to in-house report-
ers who were credited with a sole byline, we do have Rick
Bragg’s response to the allegations against him last year as
corroboration.

But Burning Down My Masters’ House is more than a
catalogue of alleged line-blurring or worse in the Times’s
legendary newsroom. It is also a play-by-play narrative of
this young man’s self-destructive chain smoking, alcohol-
ism, drug addiction and undiagnosed manic depression
(undiagnosed, that is, prior to the discovery of his decep-
tions). Reading through Blair’s account of his personal and
professional decline, it’s hard to avoid thinking that, even
as he was being groomed for great things, some perverse
part of him was angling to become a poster child for sub-
stance abuse: the equivalent in the journalism world of what
Richard Pryor became in the entertainment scene. Indeed,
the tales of Blair’s imbibing and snorting are so detailed
and lurid that it seems as though one of his publisher’s
goals was to put out a story that feeds this nation’s vora-
cious appetite for books about self-destructive African
American men, launched by Eldridge Cleaver’s Soul on Ice
and (more immediately) Makes Me Wanna Holler, the
memoir by former Washington Post reporter Nathan
McCall. 

According to Blair, “cocaine was the woman for me.” In
addition, he admits to being the Times staffer who most fre-
quently retired to a local bar called Emmett’s (he could be
found there almost every work day, even when he was sup-
posed to be reporting a story; at one point, he even met his
drug dealer at Emmett’s). Blair also claims he often took
the company car provided by the Times out on personal
trips. And he wasn’t beyond taking sexual advantage of

young, nubile public relations staffers who would do any-
thing to get their clients in the New York Times. In one
such set piece, Blair is about to finish helping an eager (and
drunken) blonde publicist out of her clothes when she stops
to deliver the rather priceless punchline: “Jayson, are we
going to get a mention in The Times?” The deal evidently
was closed: Blair claims that, after their evening together,
he filed several business stories that included positive men-
tions of the Internet company she represented.

After reading all this, it was difficult for me to feel any
sympathy for Blair. Indeed, I was dismayed that he reeled
off legitimate complaints about, for instance, racism in the
newsroom, while demonstrating total blindness to the
ways in which his behavior could be seen as granting credi-
bility to such racism. Blair raises a point that a good many
other media critics have made—that race and class pro-
foundly affect how the Times covers, and places, local
crime stories in its pages. Yet he devotes several passages
in Burning Down My Masters’ House to detailing his own
cavalier flouting of Times policies, such as breaking “all
the minor rules” of the newspaper pertaining to use of the
company car and filing timely expense reports. A few pag-
es on, Blair vents his bafflement at metro editor Jon
Landsman’s reluctance to take him on as a permanent re-
porter on his staff. Blair accuses Landsman of racism. Yet,
even if one were to grant him this explanation, Blair cer-
tainly did nothing to aid the cause of African Americans in
the newsroom with his contempt for playing by the rules.
To say nothing, of course, of his admitted fondness for
whiling away afternoons at Emmett’s.

The excuse that others were engaging in the same prac-
tices hardly suffices—any more than it would for a mis-
behaving junior high school student. And yet Blair clearly
relishes offhand, broad-brush characterizations of his for-
mer colleagues as companions in his sexual and ethical de-
bauches. It was unremarkable, he writes, when “public rela-
tions people substituted theater tickets, free meals and
drinks and, sometimes, even sex for mentions. Journalists
at The Times were considered to have a weak spot for
sex. . . .” Blair also depicts his Times colleagues as, literally,
his partners in crime. Here for example, is how he describes
his role in one Times-ian night on the town: “I spent my
night trying to score coke and weed for some of the Times’s
reporters and editors. . . . I ended up in a housing project on
Manhattan’s West Side buying coke from a dealer, and sup-
plying it to the assorted group.” If what Blair writes is true
regarding the ethics of a good number of staff members at
the Times, then all the rest of us hard-working, rule-
conscious journalists deserve sainthood.

What Times outsider knows how much of this is true? In

my view, we can probably assume that employees at the
Times are no different from the kaleidoscope of fallible hu-
manity they write about. So why automatically assume
Blair is lying? There is of course his record as a confessed
plagiarist and liar; he may well have elected to lie further in
this book to salvage some degree of pride—and to deal out
some retribution to an institution he still feels wronged him
in some fundamental way. The ultimate soundness of this
account can only be verified by Blair and his contemporar-
ies at the paper. And, as with all disputed versions of events,
readers will have to arrive at their own judgments, based on
what they know of the record.

Despite such allegations and justifications, I was still left
wondering why Blair graduated from “toe-touching” to out-
right lying about his whereabouts and plagiarizing. At the
end of the book he attempts a bizarre explanation involving
his fascination with convicted Washington area sniper Lee
Malvo, whose case he covered for the Times. Blair’s theory
is that what motivated Malvo involved the brutal slave past
of his West Indian ancestors. Blair claims he was attempt-
ing to investigate such theories for a book he wanted to
write, only to find himself placed on the paper’s stateside
Iraqi War reporting detail. He implies that he began fab-
ricating and plagiarizing out of frustration.

This may have been Blair’s motivation. Still, I found
something incongruent here. There seems little doubt that
events from Malvo’s past informed his murderous behavior.
But to go all the way back to West Indian slavery as the prin-
cipal cause is a slap in the face to the majority of West Indi-
ans who immigrate to the United States and do very well
here. Blair may indeed have wanted to publish a book on
Malvo, and certainly was tiring of his responsibilities at the
Times. But solidarity with enslaved West Indians seems
more than a little inapposite to such travails.

Blair’s account of what happened to him at the New York
Times, and the inside dope he provides to readers about
what allegedly goes on there, are anything but a boring
read. Nevertheless, the book still feels like fast food: a bit of
just-in-time scandal-mongering from a young journalist af-
fected by the sense of entitlement that too many young
Americans feel today. They’re convinced that they should
“have it all” instantly (in Blair’s case, front page stories ev-
ery day and a possible bestseller about Lee Malvo). After
all, if Kobe can; and Mariah; and Eminem. . . . Why not a re-
porter at the New York Times? K

Hugh Pearson, formerly with the Wall Street Journal and
the Village Voice, is the author, most recently, of “When
Harlem Nearly Killed King.” He is also the co-publisher of a
new Web site, Afro-American-and-Hispanic-Dialogues.org.
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