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Book review by Jim Masters

This is an incredibly useful book.  It is an overview of more than one-hundred years of history of thought about the causes and cures for poverty.  The author, Alice O’Connor, is an Associate Professor of History in the University of California system, but her book uses methods from history, the sociology of knowledge, and political science to create a fascinating picture of how the intellectual foundation for anti-poverty programs has evolved over time.

 O’Connor describes how poverty knowledge is profoundly ideological in nature.  She traces the evolution of thought from the Civil War and the Progressive Era of the 1880's.  For each decade she provides a broad spectrum of analysis of what people thought the causes of poverty were including politics, culture and political economy (how wealth is distributed).   She traces the continual reduction of this broad range of theories over the 20th century into the simplistic story of the 1980's -- that the welfare state itself being responsible for poverty, family breakup and crime.  In the past 20 years, the conservative and libertarian think tanks have taken control of the agenda for the poverty debate.  They have narrowed of the definition of the poverty problem as being the characteristics of the poor, especially the welfare status of the poor.  This limits the range of policy and program options to those designed to change the welfare status of the poor.

The strengths of the conservative position are coupled with weakness among liberal thought.  

She shows how liberals are currently unable to formulate an approach about how to end inequality at the individual level or at the societal level through structural and institutional reform.  Liberal acceptance of the conservative definition of the problem excludes the larger issues of low-wage work, employer practices, globalization as a driver of labor-market failure, rising income inequality, and disenfranchisement of the post-industrial working class.  The failure to include these larger issues means the liberals are doing little but playing “me too” to the conservatives obsessive focus on the morality and welfare status of the poor.  The highly effective packaging of knowledge in support of ideological positions by the conservatives has been done primarily to limit government intervention.  And it has worked.

This state of affairs did not develop overnight.   O’Connor describes the framework of liberal beliefs that underlie current reality.  They include:

1.  Faith in science and the ability of science to solve problems 

2.  Rational inquiry can be used for social reform,

3.  The state must protect people from industrial capitalism

4.  State must involve itself in the distribution of wealth

5.  The state must work with the civil society

6.  The capitalist economy, private property and market principles are the basis for economic growth, but they muse be shaped by market intervention.

7.  Human progress can be promoted through accumulation and use of knowledge

O’Connor begins her review right after the Civil War, with the biological determinism of Henry George and William George Sumner.  Their theory did not have too many moving parts.  Race and ethnicity were the cause of every problem.  This was the first manifestation of “scientific racism.”

The settlement house founders in Chicago disagreed with the theory that poverty was entirely a function of race and ethnicity.  In the 1890's, the Social Survey Movement described the social economy of the era.  Led by staff at Hull House in Chicago, surveys such as The Hull House Papers, The Philadelphia Negro and the Pittsburgh Social Survey described poverty conditions in much broader terms than had been done in the past.  These studies started the tradition of showing the linkages between race, gender and social class as fundamental drivers of poverty. They described the deficiencies of poor people, but also documented the operations of industrial capitalism with the labor exploitation, low wages, and unemployment, and the effects of gender based divisions of labor.

At the turn of the Century, W.E.B.Du Bois listed the four major causes of poverty as being (1) slavery, which produced a deficit of skills, education and morality, (2) immigration of large number of people from other cultures, and frequent migration of people within the U.S. which often meant people were not tied into the local social networks, (3) rapid industrial change which made a large number of jobs obsolete every day, and (4) racial discrimination.  (Even today, we could use nothing but his theories and have an excellent basis for anti-poverty work!)   Du Bois described the social mechanisms and effects of racial discrimination.  In 1911, he was one of the founders the NAACP.   

In 1918, the book The Polish Peasant, by W.I. Thomas, focused on the cultural breakdown that occurs when people move from a rural area (Poland) to an urban area in another country.  This was the first major study that looked both at theories of cultural assimilation of immigrants into the American economy.  Like most similar studies, it took the economy as a given and assumed “the problem” was with the inability of immigrants to assimilate.  In the 1920's, the “Chicago school” sociologists (mostly faculty at the University of Chicago) explained social pathology as the natural by-product of modernization and urbanization.  The temporary cultural breakdown was described as a process of conflict, competition, accommodation and assimilation that all immigrants go through.  They shifted the focus away from political economy (the study of wage rates, employment and labor organizing) to a discussion about how different cultural/ethnic groups went through the four-step process.  

The Depression prompted renewed concern over low wages and employment.  Some social scientists and economists shifted back to Progressive-era approaches and supported passage of New Deal laws creating unemployment insurance, a minimum wage and worker’s right-to-organize.  Other social scientists, including sociologists and anthropologists such as the Lynds and their comprehensive analysis of Middletown and Lloyd Warner did studies that illustrate social class and the dangers of laissez-faire economic policies.  Their view was that poverty was indeed a problem of corporate destruction “...and unregulated capitalist markets...” and showed the need for a welfare state and powerful social engineering.  The “colonial” economy in the South was described by scholars at the University of North Carolina, such as Howard Odum, but most social scientists continued to expand their perception of poverty as a form of cultural deviance, but including (as a cause of poverty for some people) the residue of “...the damage done by slavery or as an expression of the psychological distorting influence of persistent white racism.”  (P. 19) While this argument was the basis for calls to end racism, it also had the effect of reinforcing “...the image of a basically unassimilable black lower class.”  (P. 19)    

The crowning work on this era was Gunner Myrdal’s book, An American Dilemma.  Myrdal showed how class and culture, not biology, were the causes of most social reality.  He described the sorry state of race relations in America, and compared the idealized description of America with how it actually functioned.  This book revealed the inner workings of American society to the same degree that Alexis de Toquiville had done a century earlier.  However, the collapse of the economy was the primary concern of the 1930's, and the “puzzle of poverty” was of lesser interest to public policy makers.  The Keynesian economists looked to macroeconomic policy and fiscal policy to stimulate growth, growth, growth that would benefit everybody.

In the 1930's, juvenile delinquency was defined as an absence of social control due to instability created by industrialization and by urban growth.  The Chicago school sociologists created the Chicago Area Project (CAP) that brought residents, churches, businesses, volunteers and paid staff into new neighborhood councils that used peer counseling, youth education and recreation to create new social controls.  Staff were guided by area residents.  They called this “a program of community action”  (P. 52) to differentiate it from the social work focus on individuals, and it certainly succeeded in that respect – because it was “an affront to the more casework-oriented local social work establishment.”  The CAP and the social workers agreed that social services were the answer, but disagreed about the focus (community versus individual) and control of the services (residents versus the professionals.)

One University of Chicago graduate student and CAP organizer, Saul Alinsky, became concerned that people must look beyond their neighborhood for the causes of poverty and the targets for change.  His church/labor coalition sidestepped the theories of social disorganization and assimilation, and sought broader economic and social reform with an initial focus on redistribution of municipal services.  Alinsky created the Industrial Areas Foundation, which still operates in some U.S. cities even today.

Three of the frameworks from the 1920's, 30's and 40's were the basis for the Ford Foundation and the President’s Committee on Juvenile Delinquency experiments as the basis for the War on Poverty.  Those three are: (1) the Chicago school ideas about the four-step process of assimilation and the need for social work methods to help the individuals assimilate, (2) the social control and opportunity structure themes of the Chicago Area Project and their approach of organizing residents to guide a new neighborhood coalition, (3) Alinsky’s even more aggressive approach.  The Chicago school continued to shift away from Progressive Era ideas about wages and working conditions, and driven by the desire to avoid delinquency and provide opportunity for youth, focused more and more on “...the more circumscribed objectives of community reorganization and assimilation into the existing social mainstream.”  (p. 53)   

The fourth theory about how to end  poverty was to promote economic growth – to lifts all boats.  Since the 1930's and into the Kennedy Administration (Walter Heller and the Council of Economic Advisors, who led the planning for the War on Poverty) a significant number of policy makers have felt that this should be either the primary focus or the only focus of antipoverty efforts at the Federal level.

In the 1950's the Ford Foundation funded a huge, multi-year project in India to try out the “community mobilization” approach of the Chicago Area Project.  By 1960, the project in India had done about all it could do and interest in using this approach overseas waned and at the Ford Foundation began to cut back funding.

By the end of the 1950's the great debates over changing the economic system versus changing the individual were declining, and the focus was shifting to on helping individuals become part of the larger society.  

But another theme was emerging.  In the 1930's it was generally agreed that public assistance would be available only to “women of good character.”   A child born out of wedlock was the reason you would NOT receive benefits under the new Aid to Dependent Children program.  The distinction between the “deserving” and the “underserving” poor was well entrenched by the 1920's, and was incorporated into the Aid to Dependent Children program created in 1935.

During and after the Second World War, studies turned away from an analysis of political economy and focused with eerie fascination on women’s reproductive behavior.  David Dollard’s Children of Bondage  (1940) had delved into child-rearing practices and blamed lower-class mothers for leaving children without the basic personality traits that motivated achievement.  These theorists predicted that child rearing practices would be more powerful than economic or school reform.  

Rosie the Riveter helped win the war, but after the War she give men the creeps.  The reduction of female dependence on males during the Second World War provoked a “now look what has happened” response.  Poor people in the poor community had floated loose from the larger society, carried on rafts of social disorganization.  

The “separated social groups” of unassimilated immigrants and minorities became the basis for a series of foundation financed studies evolved into pilot projects (Ford Foundation Gray Areas Projects) for the coming War on Poverty.  These pilot projects focused on a subgroups of the population but they were not seen as being embedded in a larger social system.  They had little discernible linkage with the societal forces of “racial discrimination, suburbanization and industrial decline” that by then were reshaping urban America.  This “separated social group” became a Culture of Poverty in the eyes of anthropologist Oscar Lewis.  The fact that he had developed his theory for use with rural peasants in Mexico did not slow people from transferring his idea whole-cloth into urban America.  

The political reasons for creating the War on Poverty were compelling, and civil rights was the major driver for creating it.   Robert Kennedy wanted to select a few cities in which to test out the theories of neighborhood organizing being used by the President’s Committee on Juvenile Delinquency and the Ford Gray Areas projects, but President Johnson wanted to go national immediately.  The rationale on which the new programs were to be based was that poverty was a “paradox” occurring outside of the real America, which consisted of capitalist affluence, political democracy, self-reliance and the two-parent family.  Poverty was detached from racism, policy in income distribution, and social class.  Poverty exists “out there” and the theory was that America did not need to consider redistribution of power and wealth to address poverty.    

So far we have focused on social science, but post-War economics has themes relevant to our analysis of anti-poverty theory.  The Keynesian economists explained poverty as the failure to have enough economic growth, and as a failure to fully utilize human capital.  The fact that the American Economy has grown aggressively but has NEVER grown fast enough to eliminate poverty does not seem to have dampened the hope that somehow poverty would disappear if only the economy grew fast enough (e.g. 6% or more in real growth rate).  The economists consciously avoided discussion of redistribution of income (e.g. wages) in the hopes that a rising tide would lift all boats.  This also finessed the historic areas of controversy – the economic relationship to industrial capitalism – but left us with not much more of an explanation than the skill deficiencies of the poor.  Since education and training clearly results in increases in income for many people, the theory is that it must be the answer for all people.  The hope seems to be that if we all had Ph.D.’s that low-paid work would just disappear.  Since today there are about 3 million college graduates waiting tables or otherwise underemployed, it is difficult to fathom the myth that education is the strategy to raise the income of the entire population.  A certain level of literacy does have seem worthwhile from a societal perspective and from a personal fulfillment perspective, but the idea that education is the only answer to the poverty problem is not logical.   

Yet, in the affluence of the early 1960's the Keynsian economists (Walter Heller, Chair of the Council of Economic Advisors) ruled the day.  The notion that poverty is a function of sluggish growth and less-than-full-employment was the dominant theory among economists in the 1960's.  This was the basis for the argument by Willard Wirtz, Secretary of Labor, that the War on Poverty was not needed at all, and if it was going to happen then it should only be a training strategy and located entirely in the Department of Labor.

If we look at why existing programs do not bring about larger scale social change, the answer is because they seek to change individuals to fit in the existing (economic) system, rather than changing the system to providing opportunity for all.  They focus on individual change and not on changing social institutions.

Race, racism and gender discrimination are seen as demographic curiosities instead of social causes of poverty.  Images of cultural deviance (the welfare queen) replaced biology as the basis for scientific racism.”  (P. 16).  The conservatives must have rejoiced at this focus on the characteristics – and character– of the poor, converting the poverty hopes of the 1960's and the arguments for intervention at the societal level into a view that poverty is a pathological choice that is preferred by an underclass.

One of the horsemen of this apocalypse is the myth of the rugged individual, which has overridden the social reality of the extended family is an absolutely essential basis for avoiding poverty.

O’Connor has made an invaluable contribution in the form of a roadmap of the ideas about poverty and how they have played out over the past century.






