








Photo taken by Elaine Laberge: University of Illinois



Photo taken by Elaine Laberge: University of Illinois









THE TROUBLE WITH DIVERSITY















“The poorest groups and neighbourhoods within the UK … have been conceptualised, and known through many 
modalities, and the definitions constantly shift. Those definitions have led to specific and often negative understandings 
of poor working-class people, and it is through these negative definitions and damaging narratives that policies have 
been prescriptive” (McKenzie, 2015, p. 17).
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Elaine’s “research [does] not seek to develop a 
better definition of poverty, or contribute to 
existing definitions of poverty, as this could have 
the effect of further reinforcing single stories of 
poverty …. When asked how [she can] do this 
research without defining poverty, the question 
[is] asked in terms of how poverty is normally 
defined: economics. Economic definitions of 
poverty do not bring us closer to understanding 
how the unique biographies of students whose 
lives have been shaped by poverty are 
composing lives in higher education. Further, 
economic definitions reduce lives to statistics; 
money is a single thread in the experiences of 
poverty. While living close to or below the 
poverty-line does shape the lives of 
undergraduate students, it is not the only factor 
that needs to be considered. Participants in my 
exploratory research project did not story 
themselves in terms of not having enough 
money for this or that. It is how they 
experienced poverty, and how they were storied 
on educational and community landscapes, that 
was damaging” (Laberge, 2017, p. 34).



“As Adair (2003) writes, our 
identities and lived experiences 
of systemic childhood poverty 
“cannot be forgotten or erased” 
(p. 30). 

Adair (2003), writing from a 
place of lived experiences, 
draws attention to damaging 
and deficit-based narratives of 
students whose lives have been 
shaped by childhood poverty: 

Trying to stabilize and make 
sense of unpalatably complex 
issues of poverty and 
oppression and attempting to 
obscure hegemonic states of 
representation, these narratives 
reduce and collapse the lives 
and experiences of poor 
[people] to deceptively 
simplistic dramas, which are 
then offered for public 
consumption. (p. 29; Laberge, 
2017, pp. 321-322)



Sayer (2005) advocates for “greater consideration 
of the experience of class, and the concerns that 
people have regarding their class position and how 
others view them” (p. 947; italics added)…. Sayer 
(2005) … asks us to consider that “the lottery of 
the market of birth and the intergenerational 
transmission of capitals [that] can produce (and 
have widely produced) class inequalities even in 
the absence of these forms of discrimination” (p. 
948; Laberge, 2017, pp. 272-273).

Sayer (2005) writes:
“Class, unlike, say, ethnicity, is not a social form or 
identity demanding recognition as legitimate 
(Coole, 1986; Fraser, 1999). Low income people 
are not disadvantaged primarily because others fail 
to value their identity and misrecognize and 
undervalue their cultural goods, or indeed because 
they are stigmatized, though all these things make 
their situation worse; rather they are disadvantaged 
primarily because they lack the means to live in 
ways which they, as well as others, value.” (pp. 
947-948; Laberge, 2017, pp. 322)

Photo: Elaine Laberge, Victoria, BC




