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––––––––––––––––––––– Michael Harrington ––––––––––––––––––––

Activist and writer Michael Harrington (1928–1989) published The Other
America: Poverty in the United States in 1962. Read by President Kennedy and
many others, this highly influential book argued that despite America’s
apparent postwar prosperity, tens of millions of Americans were stuck in
desperate poverty. The Other America spurred many of the domestic policy
initiatives undertaken by the federal government in the 1960s, known
collectively as “the war on poverty.”

T H I N K  T H R O U G H  H I S T O R Y :  Analyzing Issues

What were the implications of Harrington’s “culture of poverty” idea for the way
governments addressed the issue of poverty?

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

There are mighty historical and economic forces that keep the poor down;
and there are human beings who help out in this grim business, many of them
unwittingly. There are sociological and political reasons why poverty is not
seen; and there are misconceptions and prejudices that literally blind the eyes.
The latter must be understood if anyone is to make the necessary act of intellect
and will so that the poor can be noticed.

Here is the most familiar version of social blindness: “The poor are that way
because they are afraid of work. And anyway they all have big cars. If they were
like me (or my father or my grandfather), they could pay their own way. But
they prefer to live on the dole and cheat the taxpayers.”

This theory, usually thought of as a virtuous and moral statement, is one of
the means of making it impossible for the poor ever to pay their way. There are,
one must assume, citizens of the other America who choose impoverishment
out of fear of work (though, writing it down, I really do not believe it). But the
real explanation of why the poor are where they are is that they made the
mistake of being born to the wrong parents, in the wrong section of the country,
in the wrong industry, or in the wrong racial or ethnic group. Once that mistake
has been made, they could have been paragons of will and morality, but most
of them would never even have had a chance to get out of the other America.

There are two important ways of saying this: The poor are caught in a vicious
circle; or, The poor live in a culture of poverty....
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Here is one of the most familiar forms of the vicious circle of poverty. The
poor get sick more than anyone else in the society. That is because they live in
slums, jammed together under unhygienic conditions; they have inadequate
diets, and cannot get decent medical care. When they become sick, they are sick
longer than any other group in the society. Because they are sick more often and
longer than anyone else they lose wages and work, and find it difficult to hold a
steady job. And because of this, they cannot pay for good housing, for a
nutritious diet, for doctors. At any given point in the circle, particularly when
there is a major illness, their prospect is to move to an even lower level and to
begin the cycle, round and round, toward even more suffering.

This is only one example of the vicious circle. Each group in the other
America has its own particular version of the experience, and these will be
detailed throughout this book. But the pattern, whatever its variations, is basic
to the other America.

The individual cannot usually break out of this vicious circle. Neither can the
group, for it lacks the social energy and political strength to turn its misery into
a cause. Only the larger society, with its help and resources, can really make it
possible for these people to help themselves....

There is an even richer way of describing this same, general idea: Poverty in
the United States is a culture, an institution, a way of life.

There is a famous anecdote about Ernest Hemingway and F. Scott Fitzgerald.
Fitzgerald is reported to have remarked to Hemingway, “The rich are
different.” And Hemingway replied, “Yes, they have money.” Fitzgerald had
much the better of the exchange. He understood that being rich was not a
simple fact, like a large bank account, but a way of looking at reality, a series of
attitudes, a special type of life. If this is true of the rich, it is ten times truer of the
poor. Everything about them, from the condition of their teeth to the way in
which they love, is suffused and permeated by the fact of their poverty. And this
is sometimes a hard idea for a Hemingway-like middle-class America to
comprehend....

There is, in short, a language of the poor, a psychology of the poor, a world
view of the poor. To be impoverished is to be an internal alien, to grow up in a
culture that is radically different from the one that dominates the society. The
poor can be described statistically; they can be analyzed as a group. But they
need a novelist as well as a sociologist if we are to see them. They need an
American Dickens to record the smell and texture and quality of their lives. The
cycles and trends, the massive forces, must be seen as affecting persons who
talk and think differently.

I am not that novelist. Yet in this book I have attempted to describe the faces
behind the statistics, to tell a little of the “thickness” of personal life in the other
America. Of necessity, I have begun with large groups: the dispossessed
workers, the minorities, the farm poor, and the aged. Then, there are three
cases of less massive types of poverty, including the only single humorous
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component in the other America. And finally, there are the slums, and the
psychology of the poor.

Throughout, I work on an assumption that cannot be proved by Government
figures or even documented by impressions of the other America. It is an ethical
proposition, and it can be simply stated: In a nation with a technology that
could provide every citizen with a decent life, it is an outrage and a scandal that
there should be such social misery. Only if one begins with this assumption is it
possible to pierce through the invisibility of 40,000,000 to 50,000,000 human
beings and to see the other America. We must perceive passionately, if this
blindness is to be lifted from us. A fact can be rationalized and explained away;
an indignity cannot.

What shall we tell the American poor, once we have seen them? Shall we say
to them that they are better off than the Indian poor, the Italian poor, the
Russian poor? That is one answer, but it is heartless. I should put it another
way. I want to tell every well-fed and optimistic American that it is intolerable
that so many millions should be maimed in body and in spirit when it is not
necessary that they should be. My standard of comparison is not how much
worse things used to be. It is how much better they could be if only we were
stirred.

Source: The Other America by Michael Harrington (New York: Macmillan
Publishing Co., 1962), pp. 14–18.
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T H I N K  T H R O U G H  H I S T O R Y :  A N S W E R 
Students may answer that Harrington’s “culture of poverty” implies that most poor
people should not be blamed for their poverty because they had been born into
disadvantaged situations that did not allow them much of an opportunity or much
encouragement to succeed. Harrington refers to “a language of the poor, a
psychology of the poor, a world view of the poor,” which are structured by the
experience of poverty. Many programs in the “War on Poverty” in the 1960s
attempted to alter these psychological conditions through programs emphasizing
education, job training, and empowerment through community action. Students may
argue that these programs had some positive effects, but that they did not address
the larger economic forces contributing to poverty in America.


	Contents
	Help
	Search

