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Nine: The Two Nations

The United States in the sixties contains an affluent society within
its borders. Millions and tens of millions enjoy the highest standard
of life the world has ever known. This blessing is mixed. It is built
upon a peculiarly distorted economy, one that often proliferates
pscudo-needs rather than satisfying human needs. For some, it has
resulted in a sense of spiritual emptiness, of alienation. Yet a man
would be a fool to prefer hunger to satiety, and the material gains
at least open up the possibility of a rich and full existence.

At the same time, the United States contains an underdeveloped

nation, a culture of poverty. Its inhabitants do not suffer the ex-
treme privation of the peasants of Asia or the tribesmen of Africa,
yet the mechanism of the misery is similar. They are beyond history,
beyond progress, sunk in a paralyzing, maiming routine.
The new nations, however, have one advantage: poverty is so
general and so extreme that it is the passion of the entire society to
bliterate it. Every resource, cvery policy, is measured by its effect
n the lowest and most impoverished. There is a gigantic mobiliza-
ion of the spirit of the society: aspiration becomes a national pur-
se that penetrates to every village and motivates a historic trans-
ormation.
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But this country seems to be caught in a paradox. Because its
poverty is not so deadly, because so many are enjoying a decent
standard of life, there are indifference and blindness to the plight
of the poor. There are even those who deny that the culture of
poverty exists. It is as if Disraeli’s famous remark about the two
nations of the rich and the poor had come true in a fantastic fashion,
At precisely that moment in history where for the first time a people
have the material ability to end poverty, they lack the will to do so,
They cannot see; they cannot act. The consciences of the well-off
are the victims of affluence; the lives of the poor are the victims of
a physical and spiritual misery.

The problem, then, is to a great extent one of vision. The nation
of the well-off must be able to sec through the wall of affluence and
recognize the alien citizens on the other side. And there must be
vision in the sense of purpose, of aspiration: if the word does not
grate upon the ears of a gentile America, there must be a passion to
end poverty, for nothing less than that will do.

In this summary chapter, I hope I can supply at least some of
the material for such a vision. Let us try to understand the other
America as a whole, to see its perspective for the future if it is left
alone, to realize the responsibility and the potential for ending this
nation in our midst.

But, when all is said and done, the decisive moment occurs aft&ry
all the sociology and the description is in. There is really no such
thing as “the material for a vision.” After one reads the facts, either
there are anger and shame, or there are not. And, as usual, the fate
of the poor hangs upon the decision of the better-off. If this anger
and shame are not forthcoming, someone can write a book about
the other America a generation from now and it will be the same,
OT WOrse.

1
Perhaps the most important analytic point to have emerged in
this description of the other America is the fact that poverty in
America forms a culture, a way of life and feeling, that it makes a
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whole. It is crucial to generalize this idea, for it profoundly affects
how one moves to destroy poverty.

The most obvious aspect of this interrelatedness is in the way in
which the various subcultures of the other America feed into one
another. This is clearest with the aged. There the poverty of the
declining years is, for some millions of human beings, a function
of the poverty of the earlier years. If there were adequate medical
care for everyone in the United States, there would be less misery
for old people. It is as simple as that. Or there is the relation be-
tween the poor farmers and the unskilled workers. When a man is
driven off the land because of the impoverishment worked by tech-
nological progress, he leaves one part of the culture of poverty and
joins another. If something were done about the low-income farmer,
that would immediately tell in the statistics of urban unemployment
and the economic underworld. The same is true of the Negroes.
Any gain for America’s minorities will immediately be translated
into an advance for all the unskilled workers. One cannot raise the
bottom of a society without benefiting evegyone—above. o

“Tndeed, there is a curious advantage in the wholeness of poverty.
Since the other America forms a distinct system within the United
States, effective action at any one decisive point will have a *multi-
plier” effect; it will ramify through the entire culture of misery and
ultimately through the entire society.

Then, poverty is a culture in the sense that the mechanism of
impoverishment is fundamentally the same in every part of the
system. The vicious circle is a basic pattern. It takes different forms
for the unskilled workers, for the aged, for the Negroes, for the
agricultural workers, but in each case the principle is the same.
There are people in the affluent society who are poor because they
are poor; and who stay poor because they are poor.

To realize this is to see that there are some tens of millions of
Americans who are beyond the welfare state. Some of them are
simply not covered by social legislation: they are omitted from
Social Security and from minimum wage. Others are covered, but
since they are so poor they do not know how to take advantage of
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the opportunities, or else their coverage is so inadequate as not to
make a difference.

The welfare state was designed during that great burst of social
creativity that took place in the 1930’s. As previously noted its
structure corresponds to the needs of those who played the most
importaat role in building it: the middle third, the organized work-
ers, the forces of urban liberalism, and so on. At the worst, there is
“socialism for the rich and free enterprise for the poor,” as when
the huge corporation farms are the main beneficiaries of the farm
program while the poor farmers get practically nothing; or when
public funds are directed to aid in the construction of luxury hous-
ing while the slums are left to themselves (or become more dense
as space is created for the well-off).

So there is the fundamental paradox of the welfare state: t
it is not built for the desperate, but for those who are already capa-
ble of helping themselves. As long as the illusion persists that th
poor are merrily freeloading on the public dole, so long will the
other America continue unthreatened. The truth, it must be under-
stood, is the exact opposite. The poor get less out of the welfare
state than any group in America.

This is, of course, related to the most distinguishing mark of the
other America: its common sens¢ of hopelessness. For even when
there are programs designed to help the other Americans, the poor
are held back by their own pessimism.

On one level this fact has been described in this book as a
matter of “aspiration,” Like the Asian peasant, the impoverished
American tends to see life as a fate, an endless cycle from which .

there is no deliverance, Lacking hope (and he is realistic to feel
this way in many cases), that famous solution to all problems—let
us educate the poor—becomes less and less meaningful{A person
has to feel that education will do something for him if he is to gain
from it. Placing a magnificent school with a fine faculty in the mid-
dle of a slum is, I suppose, better than having a run-down building
staffed by incompetents. But it will not really make a difference so
long as the environment of the tenement, the family, and the street
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counsels the children to leave as soon as they can and to disregard
schooling. , .

On another level, the emotions of the other America are even
more profoundly disturbed. Here it is not lack of aspiration and of
hope; it is a matter of personal chaos. The dru.nkenness, thfe un-
stable marriages, the violence of the other America are n?t simply
facts about individuals. They are the description of an ?I.mre group
in the society who react this way because of the conditions under
which they live. o

In short, being poor is not one aspect of a person’s life in this
country; it is his life. Taken as a whole, poverty 1s a culture, Taken
on the family level, it has the same quality. These are peoPle who
lack education and skill, who have bad health, poor housing, lolw
levels of aspiration and high levels of mental d.is:tress. They. are, in
the language of sociology, “multiproblem” families. F.ac}.l'd-lsabxhty
is the more intense because it exists within a web of disabilities. And
if one problem is solved, and the others are left constant, there is
little gain. o

One might translate these facts into the morahstu.; language so
dear to those who would condemn the poor for their faults. The
other Americans are those who live at a level of life beneath mor'al
choice, who are so submerged in their poverty that one cannot begin
to talk about free choice. The point is not to make them wards of
the state. Rather, society must help them before they can help them-
selves.

11

There is another view about the culture of poverty in America:
that by the end of the seventies it will have })een ‘halved. .

Tt is important to deal in some detail with this th.eory. To_begln
with, it is not offered by reactionaries. The real die-hards in the
United States do not even know the poor exist. As soon as someone
begins to talk on the subject, that stamps him as a hun_aamtarlan.
And this is indeed the case with those who look to a relatively auto-
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matic improvement in the lot of the other America during the next
twenty years or so,

The second reason why this view deserves careful consideration
is that it rests, to a considerable extent, upon the projection of in-
evitable and automatic change. Its proponents are for social legisla-
tion and for speeding up and deepening this process. But their very
arguments could be used to justify a comfortable, complacent in-
action.

S0, does poverty have a future in the United States?

One of the most reasonable and sincere statements of the theme
that poverty is coming to an end in America is made by Robert
L.ampman in the Joint Committec Study Paper “The Low-Income
Population and Economic Growth.” Lampman estimates that
around 20 per cent of the nation, some 32,000,000 people, are
poor. (My disagreements with his count are stated in the Ap-
pendix.) And he writes, “By 1977-87 we would expect about 10
percent of the population to have low income status as compared
to about 20 percent now.”

The main point in Lampman’s relatively optimistic argument is
that poverty will decline naturally with a continuing rate of eco-
nomic growth. As the sixtics begin, however, this assumption is
not a simple one. In the postwar period, growth increased until
about the mid-fifties. Then a falling off occurred. In each of the
postwar recessions, the recovery left a larger reservoir of “normal™
prosperity unemployment. Also, long-term unemployment became
more and more of a factor among the jobless. There were more

people out of work, and they stayed out of work longer.

In the first period of the Kennedy Administration, various econ-
omists presented figures as to what kind of Government action was
necessary so as really to attack the problem of depressed areas and
low-income occupations. There were differences, of course, but the
significant fact is that the legislation finally proposed was usually
only a percentage of the need as described by the Administration
itself. There is no point now in becoming an economic prophet,
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Suffice it to say that serious and responsible economists feel that
the response of the society has been inadequate.

This has led to a paradoxical situation, one that became quite
obvious when economic recovery from the recession began in the
spring of 1961. The busincss indicators were all pointing upward:
production and productivity were on the increase. Yet the human
indexes of recession showed a tenacity despite the industrial gain.
Unemployment remained at high levels. An extreme form of the
“class unemployment” described earlier seemed to be built into the
economy.

At any rate, one can say that if this problem is not solved the
other America will not only persist; it will grow. Thus, the first
point of the optimistic thesis strikes me as somewhat ambiguous,
for it too quickly assumes that the society will make the needed
response.

But even if one makes the assumption that there will be steady
economic growth, that will not necessarily lead to the automatic
elimination of poverty in the United States. J. K. Galbraith, it will
be remembered, has argued that the “new” poverty demonstrates
a certain jmmunity to progress. In making his projection-of the
abolition of half of the culture of poverty within the next generation,
Lampman deals with this point, and it is important to follow his
argument.

‘* Lampman rejects the idea that insular (or depresscd-areas)
poverty will really drag the poor down in the long run. As an exam-
ple of this point, he cites the fact that the number of rural farm
families with incomes of under $2,000 fell during the 1947-1957
period from 3.3 million to 2.4 million because of a movement off
the farm.

‘This point illustrates the problem of dealing with simple statis-
tics. A movement from the farm to the city, that is, from rural
poverty to urban poverty, will show an upward movement in money
income. This is true, among other reasons, because the money in-
come of the urban poor is higher than that of the country poor. But
this same change does not necessarily mean that a human being
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has actually improved his status, that he has escaped from the cul-
ture of poverty. As was noted in the chapter on the agricultural
poor, these people who are literally driven off the land are utterly
t{nPrepa.red for city life, They come to the metropolis in a time of
rising skill requirements and relatively high levels of unemploy-
ment. They will often enter the economic underworld. Statistically
they can be recorded as a gain, because they have more moneyj
Socially, they have simply transferred from one part of the culture
of poverty to another.

At the same time, it should be noted that although there has
jDeen this tremendous exodus of the rural poor, the proportion of
impoverished farms in America’s agriculture has remained roughly
the same.

Then Lampman deals with Galbraith’s theory of “case pov-
f:rty,” of those who have certain disabilities that keep them down
in the culture of poverty. Here it should be noted again that Gal-
braith himself is somewhat optimistic about case poverty. He tends
to regard the bad health of the poor, physical as well as men-
tal, as being facts about them that are individual and personal. I
this book is right, particularly in the discussion of the twisted spirit
within the culture of poverty, that is not the case. The personal ills
of the poor are a social consequence, not a bit of biography about
then.l. They will continue as long as the environment of poverty
persists,

.But Lampman’s optimism goes beyond that of Galbraith. He
believes that disabilities of case poverty (“mental deficiency, bad
health, inability to adapt to the discipline of modern economic life
excessive procreation, alcohol, insufficient education™) are “mod:
erated over time.” And he takes as his main case in point education.
“For example, average educational attainment levels will rise in
future years simply because younger people presently have better
education than older people. Hence, as the current generation of
old people pass from the scene, the percent of persons with low
educational attainment will fall.”

This is true, yet it is misleading if it is not placed in the context
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of the changes in the society as a whole. It is much more po‘ssible
today to be poor with a couple of ycars of high school t.han it was
a gencration ago. As I have pointed out earlier, the -sklll lefve} of
the economy has been changing, and educational deficiency, if any-
thing, becomes an even greater burden as a result. ?n this casg,
saying that people will have more education is not saying thai‘: the_y
will escape the culture of poverty. It could have a much more ironic
meaning: that America will have the most literate poor the world
has ever known.

Lampman himself concedes that the aged are “immune”.to
economic growth. If this is the case, and in the absence of ranging
and comprehensive social programs, the increase in the number
and percentage of the poor within the next generation will actually
increase the size of the other America. Lampman also concedes
that families with female heads are immune to a general prosperity,
and this is another point of resistance for the culture of poverty.'

Finally, Lampman is much more optimistic abov.ft “ﬂOI]\thlte”
progress than the discussion in this book would justify. I wa not
repeat the argument that has already been given. Let me simply
state the point baldly: the present rate of economic progress among
the minorities is agonizingly slow, and one cannot look for dramatic
gains from this direction. . o

Thus, I would agree with Galbraith that poverty in the sixties
has qualitics that give it a hardiness in the face of affiucnce hereto-
fore unknown. As documented and described in this book, there
are many special factors keeping the unskilled workers, the minori-
ties, the agricultural poor, and the aged in the culture of. poverty.
If there is to be a way out, it will come from human action, from
political change, not from automatic processes.

But finally, let us suppose that Lampman is correct on every
point. In that case a generation of economic growth coupled with
some social legislation would find America in 1987 with “only” 10
per cent of the nation impoverished. If, on the other hand, a vast
and comprehensive program attacking the culture of poverty could
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speed up this whole development, and perhaps even abolish poverty
within a generation, what is the reason for holding back? This suf-
fering is such an abomination in a society where it is needless that
anything that can be done should be done.

In all this, I do not want to depict Robert Lampman as an
enemy of the poor. In all seriousness, the very fact that he writes
about the subject does him credit: he has social eyes, which is more
than one can say for quite a few people in the society. And second,
Lampman puts forward “A Program to Hasten the Reduction of
Poverty” because of his genuine concern for the poor. My argu-
ment with him is not over motive or dedication. It is only that I
believe that his theory makes the reduction of poverty too easy a
thing, that he has not properly appreciated how deeply and strongly
entrenched the other America is.

In any case, and from any point of view, the moral obligation is
plain: there must be a crusade against this poverty in our midst.

m

If this research makes it clear that a basic attack upon poverty
is necessary, it also suggests the kind of program the nation needs.

First and foremost, any attempt to abolish poverty in the Unite.
States must seek to destroy the pessimism and fatalism that flour-
ish in the other America. In part, this can be done by offering real
opportunitics to these people, by changing the social reality that
gives rise to their sense of hopelessness. But beyond that (these
fears of the poor have a life of their own and are not simply rooted
in analyses of employment chances), there should be a spirit, an
élan, that communicates itself to the entire society,

If the nation comes into the other America grudeingly, with the
mentality of an administrator, and says, “All right, we’ll help you
people,” then there will be gains, but they will be kept to the mini-
mum; a dollar spent will return a dollar. But if there is an attitude
that society is gaining by eradicating poverty, if there is a positive
attempt to bring these millions of the poor to the point where they
i ot
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can make their contribution to the United States, that will make a
huge difference. The spirit of a campaign against poverty does not
cost a single cent. It is a matter of vision, of sensitivity.

Let me give an example to make this point palpable. During
the Montgomery bus boycott, there was only one aim in the Negro
community of that city: to integrate the buses. There were no
speeches on crime or juvenile delinquency. And yet it is reported
that the crime rate among Negroes in Montgomery declined. Thou-
sands of people had been given a sense of purpose, of their own
worth and dignity. On their own, and without any special urging,
they began to change their personal lives; they became a different
people. If the same élan could invade the other America, there
would be similar results.

Second, this book is based upon the proposition that poverty
forms a culture, an interdependent system. In case after case, it has
been documented that one cannot deal with the various components
of poverty in isolation, changing this or that condition but leaving
the basic structure intact. Consequently, a campaign against the
misery of the poor should be comprehensive. It should think, not
in terms of this or that aspect of poverty, but along the lines of
establishing new communities, of substituting a human environ-
ment for the inhuman one that now exists.

ere, housing is probably the basic point of departure. If there
were the funds and imagination for a campaign to end slums in the
United States, most of the other steps needed to deal with poverty
could be integrated with it. The vision should be the one described
in the previous chapter: the political, economic, and social integra-
tion of the poor with the rest of the society. The second nation in
our midst, the other America, must be brought into the Union.

In order to do this, there is a need for planning. It is literally
incredible that this nation knows so much about poverty, that it
has made so many inventories of misery, and that it has done so
little. The material for a comprehensive program is already avail-
able. It exists in congressional reports and the statistics of Govern-
ment agencies. What is needed is that the society make use of its
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knowledge in a rational and systematic way. As this book is being
written, there are proposals for a Department of Urban Affairs in
the Cabinet (and it will probably be a reality by the time these words
are published). Such an agency could be the coordinating center
for a crusade against the other America. In any case, if there is not
planning, any attempt to deal with the problem of poverty will fail,
at least in part.

Then there are some relatively simple things that could be
done, involving the expansion of existing institutions and programs.
Every American should be brought under the coverage of social
security, and the payments should be enough to support a dignified
old age. The principle already exists. Now it must be extended to
those who need help the most. The same is true with minimum
wage. The spectacle of excluding the most desperate from coverage
must come to an end. If it did, there would be a giant step toward
the elimination of poverty itself.

In every subculture of the other America, sickness and disease
are the most important agencies of continuing misery. The New
York Times publishes a list of the “neediest cases” each Christmas.
In 1960 the descriptions of personal tragedy that ran along with
this appeal involved in the majority of cases the want of those who
had been struck down by illness. If there were adequate medical
care, this charity would be unnecessary.

Today the debate on medical care centers on the aged. And in-
deed, these are the people who are in the most desperate straits,
Yet it would be an error of the first magnitude to think that society’s
responsibility begins with those sixty-five years of age. As has been
pointed out several times, the ills of the elderly are often the inherit-
ance of the earlier years. A comprehensive medical program, guar-
anteeing decent care to every American, would actually reduce the
cost of caring for the aged. That, of course, is only the hardheaded
argument for such an approach. More importantly, such a program
would make possible a human kind of existence for everyone in the
society.

And finally, it must be remembered that none of these objectives
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can be accomplished if racial prejudice is to continue in the United
States. Negroes and other minorities constitute only 25 per cent of
the poor, yet their degradation is an important element in main-
tefning the entire culture of poverty. As long as there is a reservoir
of cheap Negro labor, there is a means of keeping the poor whites
dbwn. In this sense, civil-rights legislation is an absolutely essential
mponent in any campaign to end poverty in the United States.

In short, the welfare provisions of American society that now
help the upper two-thirds must be extended to the poor. This can
be done if the other Americans are motivated to take advantage of
the opportunities before them, if they are invited into the society.
It can be done if there is a comprehensive program that attacks the
culture of poverty at cvery one of its strong points.

But who will carry out this campaign?

There is only one institution in the society capable of acting to
abolish poverty. That is the Federal Government. In saying this,
I do not rejoice, for centralization can Jead to an impersonal and
bureaucratic program, one that will be lacking in the very human
quality so essential in an approach to the poor. In saying this, I am
only recording the facts of political and social life in the United
States.

The cities are not now capable of dealing with poverty, and each
day they become even less capable. As the middle class flees the
central urban area, as various industries decentralize, the tax base
of the American metropolis shrinks. At the same time, the social
and economic problems with which the city must deal are on the
rise. Thus, there is not a major city in the United States that is today
capable of attacking poverty on its own. On the contrary, the high
cost of poverty is dragging the citics down.

The state governments in this country have a political peculiar-
ity that renders them incapable of dealing with the problem of
poverty. They are, for the most part, dominated by conservative

rural elements. In every state with a big industrial population, the
gerrymander has given the forces of rural conservatism two or
three votes per person. So it is that the state legislatures usually
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take more money out of the problem areas than they put back into
them. So it is that state governments are notoriously weighted in the
direction of caution, pinchpenny economics, and indifference to the
plight of the urban millions.

The various private agencies of the society simply do not have
the funds to deal with the other America. And even the “fringe
benefits” negotiated by unions do not really get to the heart of the
problem. In the first place, they extend to organized workers in a
strong bargaining position, not to the poor. And second, they are
inadequate even to the needs of those who are covered.

It is. a noble sentiment to argue that private moral responsibility
expressing itself through charitable contributions should be the
main instrument of attacking poverty. The only problem is that
such an approach does not work.

S0, by process of elimination, there is no place to look except
toward the Federal Government. And indeed, even if there were
alternate choices, Washington would have to play an important
role, if only because of the need for a comprehensive program and
for national planning. But in any case there is no argument, for
there is only one realistic possibility: only the Federal Government
has the power to abolish poverty.

In saying this, it is not necessary to advocate complete central
control of such a campaign. Far from it. Washington is essential in
a double sense: as a source of the considerable funds needed to
mount a campaign against the other America, and as a place for
coordination, for planning, and the establishment of national stand-
ards. The actual implementation of a program to abolish poverty
can be carried out through myriad institutions, and the closer they
are to the specific local area, the better the results. There are, as
has been pointed out already, housing administrators, welfare work-
ers, and city planners with dedication and vision. They are working
on the local level, and their main frustration is the lack of funds.

They could be trusted actually to carry through on a national pro-
gram. What they lack now is money and the support of the Ameri-
can people.
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There is no point in attempting to blueprint or detail the mech-
anisms and institutions of a war on poverty in the United States.
There is information enough for action. All that is lacking is politi-
cal will. . T

Thus the difficult, hardheaded question about poverty that on
must answer is this: Where is the political will coming from? The
other America is systematically underrepresented in the Govern-
ment of the United States. It cannot really speak for itself. The poor,
even in politics, must always be the object of charity (with the
major exception of the Negroes, who, in recent times, have made
tremendous strides forward in organization).

As a result of this situation, there is no realistic hope for the
abolition of poverty in the United States unti] there is a vast social
movement, a hew period of political creativity. In times of slow
change or of stalemate, it is always the poor who are expendable
in the halls of Congress. In 1961, for instance, the laundry workers
were dropped out of the minimum wage as part of a deal with the
conservatives. Precisely because they are so poor and cruelly ex-
ploited, no one had to fear their political wrath. They, and others
from the culture of poverty, will achieve the protection of the wel-
fare state when there is a movement in this land so dynamic and
irresistible that it need not make concessions.

For that matter, it is much easier to catalogue the enemies of
the poor than it is to recite their friends.

All the forces of conservatism in this society are ranged against
the needs of the other America. The ideologues are opposed to
helping the poor because this can be accomplished only through an
expansion of the welfare state. The small businessmen have an im-
mediate self-interest in maintaining the economic underworld. The
powerful agencies of the corporate farms want a continuation of an
agricultural program that aids the rich and does nothing for the
poor.

And now the South is becoming increasingly against the poor.
In the days of the New Deal, the Southern Democrats tended to
vote for various kinds of social legislation. One of the most out-
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spoken champions of public housing, Burnet Maybank, was a sena-
tor from South Carolina. For one thing, there is a Southern tradi-
tion of being against Wall Street and big business; it is part of the
farmers’ hostility to the railroads and the Babylons of the big city.
For another, the New Deal legislation did not constitute a challenge
to the system of racial segregation in the South.

But in the postwar period, this situation began to change. As
industrialization came to the South, there was a growing political
opposition to laws like¢ minimum wage, to unions, and to other as-
pects of social change. The leaders of this area saw their depressed
condition as an advantage. They could lure business with the prom-
ise of cheap, unorganized labor. They were interested in exploiting
their backwardness.

The result was the strengthening of the coalition of Southern
Democrats and conservative Northern Republicans. The Northern
conservatives went along with opposition to Civil Rights legislation.
The Southerners threw their votes into the struggle against social
advance. It was this powerful coalition that exacted such a price
in the first period of the Kennedy Administration. Many of the
proposals that would have benefited the poor were omitted from
bills in the first place, and other concessions were made in the
course of the legislative battle. Thus poverty in the United States is
supported by forces with great political and economic power.

On the other side, the friends of the poor are to be found in
the American labor movement and among the middle-class liberals.
The unions in the postwar period lost much of the élan that had
characterized them in the thirties. Yet on questions of social legisla-
tion they remained the most powerful mass force committed to
change in general, and to bettering the lot of the poor in particular.
On issues like housing, medical care, minimum wage, and social
security, the labor movement provided the strongest voice stating
the cause of the poor. -

Yet labor and the liberals were caught in the irrationalities of
the American party system, and this was an enormous disadvantage
to the other America. The unionists and their liberal allies are
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united in the Democratic party with the Southern conservatives. A
Democratic victory was usually achieved by appealing to those
who were concerned for social change. But at the same time it
brought the forces of conservatism powerful positions on the stand-
ing committees of the Congress.

Indeed, part of the invisibility of poverty in American life is a
result of this party structure. Since each major party contained
differences within itself greater than the differences between it and
the other party, politics in the fifties and early sixties tended to have
an issueless character. And where issues were not discussed, the
poor did not have a chance. They could benefit only if elections
were designed to bring new information to the people, to wake up
the nation, to challenge, and to call to action.

In all probability there will not be a real attack on the culture of
poverty so long as this situation persists. For the other America
cannot be abolished through concessions and compromises that are
almost inevitably made at the expense of the poor. The spirit, the
vision that are required if the nation is to penectrate the wall of
pessimism and despair that surrounds the impoverished muillions
cannot be produced under such circumstances.

What is needed if poverty is to be abolished is a return of politi-
cal debate, a restructuring of the party system so that there can be
clear choices, a new mood of social idealism.

These, then, are the strangest poor in the history of mankind.

They exist within the most powerful and rich society the world
has ever known. Their misery has continued while the majority of
the nation talked of itself as being “affiuent” and worried about
neuroses in the suburbs. In this way tens of millions of human
beings became invisible. They dropped out of sight and out of mind;
they were without their own political voice.

Yet this need not be. The means are at hand to fulfill the age-old
dream: poverty can now be abolished. How long shall we ignore
this underdeveloped nation in our midst? How long shall we look
the other way while our fellow human beings suffer? How long?
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