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T HIS ESSAY presents an effort to think poor may be in the United States, the 
through the general question of poverty-stricken in the United States 

whether attempts to mitigate poverty in are only beginning to be a drag on the 
the United States and in under-developed total system of state and economy, as is 
countries present comparable and even characteristic of the poorer underdevel- 
similar issues in public policy. oped countries, where the poverty of the 

The United States government and many weighs down the whole system. 
the American people are engaged in two Poverty in both situations reports either 
major programs intended to mitigate a failure of development, or the failure 
poverty: the anti-poverty programs in to include all the people in the function- 
the United States, centrally through the ing system of state and economy. In a 
Office of Economic Opportunity; and single phrase, the poor are the "exclud- 
the foreign assistance programs for the ed" people. 
development of the less developed areas "The bulk of today's poor" in the 
of the world, principally through the Ad- United States, reports The 20th Century 
ministration for International Develop- Fund study, "are not poor because of 
ment (hereinafter referred to as AID) temporary interruptions in the workings 
and the United Nations' agencies.' The of the economy, but because they are 
question arises naturally, therefore, as outside the ec~nomy."~ A similar obser- 
to whether the lessons to be learned from vation was made recently by the National 
each of these two separate programs have Advisory Commission on Rural Poverty, 
significance for the other. . "For all practical purposes, then, most 

The differences in these two type situ- of the 14 million people in our poverty 
ations-of the United States and the less areas are outside our market economy. 
developed countries-are obvious and 
even formidable. The United States is 
a highly developed country with a long t This is a partial report of a research effort 

undertaken by support of the Institute for Research history of growth, scientific and tech- on Poverty, University of Wisconsin, assisted by 
nological achievement, and a remarkable K - e ~ ~ $ , ~ ; ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ C . 4 ; ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ 0 n o m i c s ,  University 
system of production and firmly estab- of wisconsin. 
lished institutions and public procedures. o~~~rt~;;;~~ar~~;~~~;i;~;f lt;ieit@y;; 
The underdeveloped countries are in nat~onal economic development. Although such is 
varying degrees in the early stages of not the general view of development economists, it 

his  been endorsed by several including Jacob Viner, modernization and even of nationhood. Myrdal and Laughlin Curric. 
The proportions of the poor are differ- 'Oscar OrnatiB Poverty Amid Affluence (New 

York New York: Twentieth Century Fund, Inc., ent and, however severe the plight of the iwj, P. 1%. 
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dividual conduct and in the public judg- - 
a President's National Advisory Commission on 

ment.5 of public policies- The former Rural Poverty; The  People Left Behind, p. x. 

. . . They are on the outside looking in, we would leave, ideally, to conscience, 
and they need help."3 But a considerable education, and even arbitrary prefer- 
number of those poor, particularly the ences within zones of private discretion 
Negroes, have been outside the political made secure through public procedures. 
system. At best they have been second- But the public values of public policies 
class citizens. By the combination of need to be public. Here we need, and 
circumstances the poor are also virtually have devised in our society, reasonably 
outside effective educational systems. I t  objective political, judicial . and admin- 
is for such reasons, which become great- istrative procedures for assuring, or at 
ly magnified when one looks at poverty least providing, a reasonable prospect 
in the underdeveloped areas, that the for the great public purposes of order, 
distinctions between the "excluded" and freedom, security of expectations, equal- 
the "included," between those who are ity and the dignity of' the individual. 
rightful participants in the common- This is achieved through the relatively 
wealth and those who are not, become secure establishment of great public 
meaningful in the considerations of pov- values as possibilities in social organiza- 
er ty. tion. The  establishment and vitalizing 

of such great public purposes are at the 

I .  General Orientation core of public and social policy in a free 
society; especially, one is tempted to add, 

I t  is necessary, of course, if this in- for public policies that mitigate poverty 
quiry is to function in the current dis- in ways consonant with a rewarding and 
cussions of poverty in the United States, dignified privacy. The  effective realiza- 
that the analysis get on a common foot- tion of such public values requires that 
ing with other inquiries by accepting a all classes ~hould  enjoy full rights of po- 
definition of poverty that is currently litical citizenship. 
meaningful. But beyond this, if com- We accept as a major hypothesis that, 
parisons are to be significant across na- in a free society, public policies are made 
tional boundaries, the definition of pov- operative principally by modifying the 
erty needs to be meaningful and opera- rules of joint action,, i.e., social organi- 
tionally relevant in both the United zation. In this way the activities of citi- 
States and the less developed countries. zens are modified, induced, or directed- 
In  this inquiry, centrally, we seek in- 
sights into the nature and requirements 
of public policies for the mitigation of 
poverty. We are little concerned, there- 
fore, with the distinctions among disci- 
plines-but rather aspire to follow the 
argument toward a productive formula- 

'I by (a) changing the structure of oppor- 
tunities and the inducements for will- 
ing participation rather than by direct 
compulsive orders to individuals, and 
(b) by educational, health and other 
programs to develop the abilities of peo- 
ple-especially the young. 

tion of policy issues. I t  is necessary to Since we are attempting comparisons 
accept responsibility for some "value among countries at different stages, or 
judgments." There are fundamental dif- enjoying differing degrees of economic 
ferences between the problems of valua- 
tion in personal judgments about in- 
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development, it is essential that the ar- II .  Kinds of Poverty 
gumeit be rooted in development inter- 
pretations or theories. In short, pro- 
grams and policies need to function in 
a generative context. 

One implication of the preceding hy- 
potheses, or postulates, is that public 
policies for the mitigation of poverty 
need to have more comprehensive terms 
of reference than optimum resource al- 
location supplemented by maintenance 
of a high level of employment opportuni- 
ties. The argument as it is developing 

I here is that public policies for the miti- 
gation of poverty need also be formu- 
lated with systematic reference to gen- 
eralized conceptions of rightful partici- 
pation or status in the political, eco- 

, nomic and social order. In short, they 
need to be evaluated in terms of move- 
ment toward a Great Society as well as 
movement toward the optimum utiliza- 
tion of resouces. 

Finally, we need to recognize that pov- 
erty is the natural state of man, to which 
condition all people everywhere tend 
to sink. The significant questions for 
an ti-poverty policy therefore are those 
concerned with how mankind achieves 
freedom from want. In a free society 
such an achievement is the responsibility 
of citizens, basically of heads of families. 
It is essential therefore to distinguish 
among situations, or circumstances, 
where failure to overcome the natural 
drag toward poverty is due to the fail- 
ure of will, effort, or abilities of respon- 
sible citizens and where the failure is 
due to a lack of objective opportunities. 
Such consideration suggests why it is 
essential to go beyond the mere identifi- 
cation of the characteristics of poverty 
and focus analytical attention on the 
procedures for overcoming or avoiding 

Poverty is a threshold concept. Per- 
sons receiving (or having access to) cur- 
rent incomes below specified minima are 
considered to be poor. Such a threshold 
minimum is a matter of judgment and 
factual determination. Students of pov- 
erty recognize that a poverty line of 
$3,000 of family income is not equally 
meaningful for persons with small and 
with large families; for persons in large 
cities and the open country, and so on. 
It is equally clear that a level of mini- 
mum income considered acceptable, as 
the poverty threshold in a developed 
country, would be completely unrealistic 
in an underdeveloped country. The 
Commission on Rural Poverty made esti- 
mates of the incidence of poverty, by 
adjusting the general criterion of $3,000 
of family income as the poverty thres- 
hold, to take more precise account of 
rural conditions. By their estimates, 25 
percent of the rural people are classified 
as poor, in contrast to 15 percent for 
the total urban p~pula t ion .~  We find 
it useful to distinguish the poor, by ma- 
jor groups, according to the nature of 
their status in their respective social and 
economic systems, and by the prospective 
types of remedial and constructive action 
needed to mi tigate poverty. 

The Poor and the Non-Poor. T h  
poor in any country are those persons 
who do not participate adequately in 
the modernized sector of the national '1 economy. More precisely, the non-poor 
do participate in the modern sector in 
a manner which lifts them above the 
poverty threshold. Many of the poor 
lack the requisite abilities to participate. 
One implication of this participation dis- 

the poverty drag. 
- 

Zbid., pp. 3, 7, 8. 
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tinction between poor and non-poor is In principle this approach represents an 
that the individual-really the family- integration of rightful support for £am- 
has the implicit obligation for escaping ily living during old age and years of 
from poverty or lifting himself above the dependency with careers in gainful em- 
poverty threshold, a social obligation to ployment, in a manner somewhat like 
attempt to participate in a productive the combined family-economic unit of 
and effective manner in the economic a pre-industrial era. 
system. That is, man is a self-willed How many of the people now support- 
creature with some capacity to develop ed by the United States welfare pro- 
his own abilities and overcome obstacles. grams are capable of becoming self-sup- 
This implicit assumption of responsible porting through additional training is 
conduct is evidently characteristic of all problematical. In  a recently reported 
societies, although there are vast differ- study it was concluded that less than 
ences in the degrees of freedom accorded one percent (50,000) of the 7.3 millions 
to individuals regarding independent ac- of people on welfare are "capable of 
tion for economic advancement. being given job-skills and training that 

Within such general characterizations, would make them self-suff icien t.5 Vir- 
we may tentatively and hypothetically tually all of the recipients of such wel- 
distinguish a number of significantly fare payments were aged, severely handi- 
different kinds of the "poor." - capped, children lacking parental sup- 

(1) The dependent poor-these are the port and the mothers of dependent chil- 
true "welfare" cases. They are the peo- dren. Although we may presume that 
ple, in a general way, who are not mem- many of the mothers and most of the 
bers of families with sufficient capacity children will become employable and 
to provide a minimal income. Here are self-supporting as the children mature, 
to be placed the ill and the aged with- their places in the welfare programs will, 
out means; the incompetent without no doubt, be taken by members of fami- 
family support; the orphans and chil- lies similarly situated. 
dren in broken families where the moth- / In  the underdeveloped world general- 
er is not able to both care for the chil-( ly, the responsibility for coping with 
dren and undertake employment to pro- ' this "welfare" type of poverty has been 
vide a living for them. Even the num- the extended family. Since the extended 
ber of children in one nuclear family family is almost always weakened in the 
can, of course, become too great for even process of development, vast numbers of 
able-bodied and willing parents to pro- people are being left in unprecedented 
vide for. i 

i 
poverty in the underdeveloped world, 

In  the United States the social secur- due to the social disorganization endemic 
ity system has been directed centrally to processes of growth. 
to the avoidance or mitigation of this (2) There are the unemployed poor in 
welfare type of poverty, replacing or re- industrial and urbanized societies. Since 
ducing the earlier reliance on charities. any family, except those with sufficient 
On implicit purpose of this set of pro- Property endowment or annuity income, 
grams has been to strengthen or support 
nuclear-family ways of living. Most of 
the financial support has come from con- 
tributions out of gainful employment. . T h c ~ c w  Ymk Times, April 20, 1967, p. 1. 
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is likely to sink below the poverty thres- 
hold of income with the loss of gainful 
employment, the employed who become 
unemployed present a major problem in 
industrial societies. These challenges are 
met in many ways: by temporary unem- 
ployment compensation; by retraining 
to offset technological unemployment; 
by economic growth policies to achieve 
or maintain "full-employment" and poli- 
cies for economic stabilization to avoid 
temporary unemployment. For the un- 
employed, "remedial" policies for cop- 
ing with poverty shade into policies for 
overcoming underemployment and the 
avoidance of poverty. 

(3) There is the poverty of the under- 
employed. The poverty of the under- 
employed, when viewed in global per- 
spective, is centrally the poverty of un- 
derdevelopmen t, or of uneven national 
development. Extensive underemploy- 
ment in developed countries is charac- 
terized by the withering away of tradi- 
tional economic opportunities made ob- 
solescent by economic growth or made 
inadequate by enhanced expectations. 
The undermployed are the people left 
behind by economic growth, but who 
still struggle to survive in traditional 
ways: on small farms, in obsolete crafts, 
in economic isolation, etc. 

The most common set of characteris- 
tics in underdeveloped countries produc- 
ing poverty through underemployment 
is the crowding of people into the tra- 
ditional subsistence sectors. People are 
crowded into and hang onto a career in 
subsistence agriculture for want of other 
alternative employments. Even though 
these people may have mastered the skills 
and have the abilities of their forefathers 
essential to a career in traditional agri- 
culture, the opportunities are not avail- 
able. Similarly, people crowd into petty- 
trading, domes tic-services, e tc. in a strug- 

gle to survive where population growth 
exceeds the rates of growth in opportuni- 
ties in the modern sectors. This poverty 
of the underemployed in the traditional 
sectors of underdeveloped economies is, 

poverty in the world. 

i 
undoubtedly the most common case of\ 

(4) The uprooted poor, as we read his- 
tory, are increasing at a more rapid rate 
than any other class. The great fact 
about these rootless people is that they 
gravitate to centers of population, regard- 
less of their prospects or qualifications 
for a decent survival there, or they are 
born into rootless families who have 
themselves so drifted. 
In the United States the uprooted poor 
are likely to be Negroes, Puerto Ricans, 
Mexican Americans, or hill people aban- 
doning their native coves. The despair-: ~ * ' l - > ~  
ing youth of these groups are now the; dw ' 
principal activists in the disorder and ' d q , f - d k  

riots which are rocking one American 
city after the other. #wekc * S  L r T v ,  i 3' 

In the underdeveloped parts of the 
world the rootless people seem to be 
largely urban refugees from a traditional 
subsistence economy which has failed 
them. This failure has produced or is 
associated with a striking degree of social 
disorganization, including the disinte- 
gration of the extended family as the 
basic economic and social unit of society. 

As one searches for ways of avoiding 
or minimizing the four kinds of poverty 
hypothetically differentiated in this com- 
ment, three may be considered to be es- 
sentially outcomes of failures of devel- 
opment. The "welfare" type of poverty 
requires welfare measures; but the other 
kinds in this characterization can only 
be avoided or mitigated by development 
programs. 

III. Issues on the Policy Horizon 
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The  Changing Perspective on Poverty 
in the United States. Our concern with 
poverty in the United States is not some- 
thing new. But the contemporary tone 
is different. In earlier decades, if our 
reading oi. history on this point is accu- 
rate, we tended to identify programs for 
the mitigation of poverty with programs 
for the advancement or protection of a 
class or group with other major identify- 
ing characteristics. The  labor move- 
ment was initially a defence mechanism 
for workers, designed to keep them out 
of dire poverty through protection from 
the competitive menace: unfair labor 
practices, scabs, arbitrary firing, and un- 
employment. We have had almost a 
century of farmer movements, with the 
most militant wing still fighting in the 
original spirit of trying to protect farmers 
from the vagaries and inequities of a 
market system. Now poverty, as such, 
is recognized as a problem. Probably 
the greatest stimulus to the recent con- 
cern about poverty has come from the 
civil rights movement. 

As economists react to such major 
shifts in what we might call the social 
climate of the poverty issue, they respond 
in terms of the current formulations of 
the general issues of2xno-mic policy. 
Since we now have- massive economic 
findings derived from national income 
accounts, economists are approaching 
poverty in terms of levels of income and 
the general functioning of the economic 
system. 

T o  interpret this change in simplest 
terms, even grossly oversimplified terms, 
we may say that as late as the early 1930's 
the dominant views of economists, at 
least the views reflected in public poli- 
cy, were essentially that the economy was 
a self-regulating mechanism, in relation 
to which the government should serve 
as an umpire, an enforcer of the rules 

and the maintainer of public order. Al- 
though there had been major moves to- 
ward collective action, these too were 
thought of principally as ways to arrive 
at a more satisfactory self-equilibrating 
condition than could be had by reliance 
upon individualism. 

As far as poverty policy was concerned, 
such views meant that poor relief was a 
responsibility of local government and 
local charity. During the latter decades 
of the 19th century especially, poverty, 
beyond the plight of'the widows and or- 
phans, was viewed as an affliction of the 
incapable, the distress of the imprudent 
and even the starvation of the idle.8 In 
more general terms, from the perspective 
of economics, it was assumed that there 
were economic opportunities for all will- 
ing to work, and that people could some- 
how acquire the abilities and the train- 
ing needed to qualify for work. Thus 
poverty was to be considered largely as 
a consequence of personal delinquency. 
But whatever the explanation, and we 
are aware of the grossness of this charac- 
terization, our national policy until the 
1930's was that the relief of poverty was 
not a general responsibility of the Na- 
tional Government. 

The  Keynesian revolution in econom- 
ic, the New Deal, and the demonstration 
by World War I1 of the amazing capacity 
of modern national economies, changed 
all this. For 25 or 30 years we have been 
exploring the possibilities of full em- 
ploymen t and sustained effective de- 
mand. Now, in the United States we 
have a general consensus that reasonably 
full employment must be a major ob- 
jective of public policy. T o  the degree 
that the full employment policies suc- 
ceed, the poor are the unemployable-for 
whatever reasons. 

'The phrases are from Herbert Spencer. 
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We have, in the past 20 years and espe- 
cially in the last 10, begun to consider 
the problems of employment and poverty 
in more localized terms. The area de- 
velopment act, or redevelopment act, 
attempts to deal with employment and 
development on a local area or commun- 
ity basis. Along this general idea, we 
have countless local community efforts 
to save industries, or bring in new ones, 
etc. More recently we have the Appa- 
lachia area program, also aimed at pover- 
ty and unemployment but relying more 
upon the stimulus of investment in so- 
cial overhead capital, especially high- 
ways, to bring a greater measure of pros- 
perity to the region-which of course 
could function by enabling the poorer 
folks to more easily escape the area. The 
latest national effort, or set of programs 
directed toward the poverty problem, 
is called officially the Economic Op- 
portunity Act. 

A1 though we still refer officially to 
opportunity, the programs being devised 
under the Economic Opportunity Act 
are in fact directed toward improvements 
in the abilities and capacities of people 
to occupy opportunities. With this 
broadening of the emphasis to include 
both the structure of opportunities and 
the nature and development of the re- 
quisite abilities we are moving back to- 
ward more of a general social science 
view of the nature of poverty. While 
poverty is at the core an economic prob- 
lem, we find that chronic poverty is to 
be understood only in terms of limited 
abilities, broken families, poor health, 
deprived childhood, inadequate educa- 
tion, discrimination, and so on. 

By the same token we are also, it seems 
to me, coming to a view of poverty and 
the implied dimensions of poverty pol- 
icy which are comparable in many sig- 
nificant ways with the nature of poverty 

in underdeveloped areas. That is to say, 
we have a double problem in poverty: 
There is (1) a major question of the 
extent and availability of economic op- 
portunities but (2) there is also a major 
problem of the abilities or the capacities 
to qualify for, to occupy economic op- 
portunities, once available. 

The Coordinated Development of 
Abilities and Opportunities. The effec- 
tive utilization of human resources re- 
quires that abilities be commensurate 
with opportunities. In an occupation, 
an opportunity is occupied. A career 
requires both that objective opportuni- 
ties are accessible and that the persons 
have the abilities to match the oppor- 
tunities. Thus there is a reciprocal in- 
volvement between abilities and oppor- 
tunities so that abilities cannot be de- 
veloped beyond rudimentary levels in the 
absence of accessible opportunities. And 
opportunities can neither be understood 
nor occupied without the requisite abili- 
ties. The development and expansion of 
opportunities require distinctly different 
policies from those for the development 
of abilities as exemplified in the supple- 
mentation of the United States Employ- 
ment Act of 1946 with the recent Eco- 
nomic Opportunity Act. The common 
ground of fact and policy in the United 
States and underdeveloped areas on the 
interrelationships between abilities and 
opportunities may be noted by consid- 
ering first a situation of undevelopment. 

In a traditional subsistence economy 
(discussed below) the natural world is 
confronted by humanity as an array of 
natural opportunities. Peoples survived 
as they developed the abilities to exploit 
or use this natural world. Economic de- 
velopment both expands and modifies 
the objective nature of such opportuni- 
ties. Physical science and technology, 
and the accumulation of physical capital 
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increase man's potential control over 
physical nature. Whether this increased 
potential is utilized depends upon the 
development of the appropriate abilities. 
Correlatively the development of ex- 
change facilities, both physical and insti- 
tutional, change the realizable potentials 
for division of labor and mutual benefit. 

The deepest meaning of balanced 
growth in development, accordingly, is 
the concurrent growth in exploiting both 
control over physical nature and in the 
potentialities of increasing in terdepend- 
ence among men. Natural opportuni- 
ties for survival are supplemented, and 
.eventually largely supplanted for indi- 
viduals, by adding a market dimension 
to natural opportunities. As the nature 
of opportunities changes so must the 
nature of abilities. One general way of 
defining the poverty problem, then, is 
to view it as a consequence of disequili- 
brium between rates of change in abili- 
ties and opportunities. This possibility 
may be visualized in a number of ways. 

(1) In a traditional subsistence system 
of economy, the quality of resources may 
deteriorate. This may come about, and 
has come about over vast areas of the 
earth, by the destruction of soil and plant 
cover and even animal populations 
through drawing upon nature at rates 
exceeding those of natural regeneration. 
The  imbalance may be aggravated by the 
introduction of modern machines for 
the exploitation of timber (especially) 
which completely alters the balance of 
nature. These types of destruction may 
be hastened and are being hastened by 
unprecedented growth of populations. A 
people may also lose the skills basic to 
survival. The outcomes of such failures 
are starvation and even the disappearance 
of a people. The poverty of much of 
contemporary Africa is consequential 
from this type of disequilibrium. 

(2) At the opposite end of the devel- 
opment spectrum in an investment 
oriented economy, as the United States, 
rapid technological change embodied in 
new capital, combined with urbaniza- 
tion and the relocation of industry, is 
not only making traditional skills and 
occupations obsolete but whole commun- 
ities are reduced to dependency upon 
debilitated natural opportunities. This 
is the case in Appalachia. One of the 
critical issues in policies to combat rural 
poverty is thus the geographical struc- 
ture. of opportunities. Unless viable eco- 
nomic opportunities can be created and 
sustained in rural areas, it will be neces- 
sary for people to migrate. T o  meet this 
issue the Commission on Rural Poverty 
recommended that rural development 
programs should be designed in terms 
of multi-coun ty area development dis- 
t r i c t ~ . ~  

Policies for optimum resource u tiliza- 
tion or the maintenance of high levels 
of employment must become particular- 
ized in terms of both the nature of need- 
ed abilities and the varieties of oppor- 
tunities. This particularization is basic 
to the recent emphasis upon both high- 
level manpower requirements and in- 
vestment in human capital. The  expan- 
sion of opportunities through the various 
kinds of investment seems to be both 
easier and in some degree prior to the 
development of abilities. But regardless 
of the achieved level of opportunities, 
people lacking in abilities to participate 
productively and effectively will be poor 
in any system based on self-responsibili- 
tY. 

Development as the Modernization of 
the Subsistence Sector. If the poor in 
any country are those persons who do not 

The People Left Behind, pp. 103-108. 
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participate adequately, or sufficiently, in 
the modern sector of a national economy, 
then an approximate formulation of pov- 
erty as a consequence of the failure to 
develop may be afforded by the two-sec- 
tor model of development of "capitalis- 
tic" and "subsistence" as formulated by 
Arthur Lewis and presented under the 
title of "Economic Development with 
Unlimited Supplies of L a b ~ r . " ~  

In the Lewis two sector model of an 
underdeveloped country one sector is 
called the subsistence sector, the other 
the capitalistic. The  major characteris- 
tics emphasized by Lewis are that the 
subsistence sector uses little reproducible 
capital while the capitalistic sector uses 
reproducible capital and pays the owners 
of capital for its use. In Lewis' formula- 
tion, the subsistence sector supplies un- 
skilled labor to the developing capitalist 
sector at a wage somewhat above the real 
income available to a person in the sub- 
sistence sector, originally estimated at 
30%. In the densely settled, or over- 
populated countries in which popula- 
tions are still expanding, Lewis postu- 
lated that there would be so many people 
available as unskilled laborers that the 
supply of such could be taken as un- 
limited for significant periods of time; 
that is, there is room for a major expan- 
sion of wage employment of unskilled 
workers by capitalist employers with- 
out using up  the suprlus and bringing 
on a rise in wages. 

I t  is useful to expand, or rather to 
consider explicitly some of the meanings 
implicit in the term subsistence economy. 
It  is important to note that the subsis- 
tence economy is basically a traditional 
economy. People earn their living with 
the use of a few homemade tools, using 
skills which they learn in the communi- 
ty, largely from their families. In short 
this is the kind of an economic system 

which people have achieved in all parts 
of the world out of the struggle to sur- 
vive, without benefit of scientists, econ- 
omists, lawyers, or even dependable pub- 
lic order. 

Probably there are no purely subsis- 
tence economies in the world today but 
some such limiting concept seems to help 
in indicating whether and in what way, 
or along what pathway of transforma- 
tion an "original" economy has been 
modified by modernization. This for- 
mulation seems to say that, since most 
of the people in an underdeveloped 
country live in, or survive by participa- 
tion in a subsistence economy, that is. 
where they and their children will re- 
main unless they are moved into the 
modernizing-capitalist sector. Although 
the subsistence sector is not wholly ag- 
ricul tural but includes handicrafts, pet- 
ty trade, household services as well, still 
the predominant numbers are in agri- 
culture. What this means in effect is 
that the subsistence sector of an economy 
becomes the refuge for all the people 
who are not included in the modernizing- 
capitalistic sector. It is only a slight ex- 
aggeration to say that agriculture be- 
comes the refuge for the poor-for all 
the people who can't find anything else 
to do. For all of the "time of man," one 
might say, anyone who could not sur- 
vive otherwise has had something of a 
"natural-right" to an opportunity to sur- 
vive by tilling the soil or grazing a few 
animals. This might even be called a 
major social-ethic of civilized living since 
the dawn of history. 

There are two major circumstances in 
underdeveloped countries which give 

8 ~ . p  W. Lewis, "Economic Development with 
Unlimited Supplies of Labor," Manchester School 
of Economics and Social Studies, Vol. XXII, May 
1954, pp. 139-191. 



1 0  POVERTY AN ISSUE IN DEVELOPMENT POLICY 

great significance to the poverty of the recall how the old houses in the country 
subsistence economies. One is that all filled up. We even had a national "Sub- 
over the world the traditional-subsistence sistence Homesteads" administration de- 
agriculture (including grazing) econo- dicated to provision of shelter and a 
mies are running down; the new areas plot of land to the unemployed. The  
are filling up  and the old areas are wear- people who sold apples on the street 
ing out due to soil wastage, deteriora- corner, or built roads by using hand- 
tion of cover and other abuses. The  shovels and wheelbarrows were also re- 
second major circumstance is that the verting to pre-capitalistic, subsistence 
marked increases in population in recent measures, in the attempt to survive. 
decades threaten to swamp the subsis- Those not included in the capitalistic 
tence economies, particularly agricul- economy sought survival in the subsis- I ture. Yet in country after country there tence economy. 
is simply no prospect in decades of in- In the United States, refuge in a sub- 
creasing industrial employments at a sistence economy is no longer a feasible 
sufficiently rapid rate to absorb the sur- (or an acceptable) alternative. The  sub- 
plus population. Thus, although the sistence economy has, in effect, withered 
number of people without alternative away. Thus the poor, those who cannot 
opportunities is increasing yet it is be- or do not participate (adequately) in 
coming less and less possible for the the capitalistic economy, have nothing 
poor to find a decent refuge in agricul- to fall back on except public welfare 
ture. On this basis one must expect that and charities. Although this withering 
the cities in the less developed countries away of the subsistence sector of any 
will be increasingly overrun, and even economy is a "natural" part of the de- 
swamped, with people fleeing from rural velopment process, it need not be an in- 
poverty. In  any case, until quite recent- evitable part. A rational national policy 
ly, the general practice and policy of 
using agriculture as the principal refuge 
for the surplus poor, has enabled na- 
tional populations to grow and multiply 
over decades with a minimum of devel- 
opment, development planning, or dis- 
turbance to the more prosperous few. 

could be devised which would give more 
attention to transforming the subsistence 
sectors of a national economy through 
adding a cash dimension in ways which 
reduced the poverty of those born into 
the subsistence sectors and thereby re- 
duced the flight to cities. 

Similarly, a truly careful historical Although the withering away of the 
analysis of the poverty in rural America, subsistence sectors of the American econ- 
would almost certainly show that a fair- omy has led to mass migration to cities, 
ly large proportion of the rural poverty with almost endless Prospects for urban 
is of the refugee type. That is, the rural disorder and decay, the American econo- 
poor are refugees from industrial, min- my no doubt has the capacity (if direc- 
ing and timber economies as well as from ted t~ civilian needs) t~ cope with the 
agriculture into a rural subsistence econ- Problems of needed development and 
omy in a manner quite similar to that reorganization. 
so prevalent in the underdeveloped Should it come to pass in the present- 
countries. Anyone who can remember ly underdeveloped countries that the sub- 
back to the depression days of the late sistence sectors also wither away and 
20's and especially the early SO'S, may become as unattractive, relatively as 
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oped countries and rvhy politically dis- - ' H. A .  Wallarc, Nezo Frontiers (New York, New advantaged grOllps in the United States, York: Rcynal R. Hitchcock, Inc., 1934), p. 19. 

in the United States, it is doubtful particularly the Negroes, are also at a 
whether many of the countries could disadvantage economically. 
avoid the drag into a Haitian type of Under a system of representative gov- 
poverty. Put simply, if the cities of the ernment the powers of the state, federal, 
underdeveloped world are to remain state and local, are likely to be used to 

I habitable, in a civilized way, then it favor the demands of the represented. 
seems virtually necessary that ways be Over time the advantages and disadvan- 
found to modernize the suibsistence sec- tages accruing to different groups tend 
tors in place, especially agriculture. The to be cumulative. The  Negroes are an 
United States experience on this point extreme case in the United States, where 
should serve as a warning. poor public services, inferior job oppor- 

Poverty in the Context of an Inclllsive tunities, poor housing, etc., all combine 
Social System. If the people of any coun- to make the Negro less qualified for par- 
try avoid poverty by achieving an effec- ticipation in a modern economy. As the 
tive participation in the modern sector civil rights movement corrects the lack 
of a national economy and, if public of political representation, massive, com- 
policies in a free society are made opera- pensatory programs of public services are 
tive by modifying the working rules as both demanded and needed. 
argued in this essay, then it is essential The  underdeveloped countries are 
that anti-poverty policies should have typically ruled by oligarchies, in ways 
intrinsic terms of reference to the na- which amount virtually to "private own- 
ture of the economy as a system of 1111- ership of g~vernment ."~ This means that 
man relationships. As a minimum this great masses of people (in many coun- 
system must embrace state and economy tries most people) not only live in a sub- 
as an integral unit. This follows from sistence economy but are lacking in ef- 
the elementary fact that it is the sanc- fective citizenship. Under such circum- 
tions of the state in enforcing the rules stances it is not to be expected that the 
and the other powers of the state for powers of the state will be used to 
providing public services which liter- strengthen programs of developinellt 
ally create the national systems of econo- which are of much benefit to the poor. 
my. This is done through creating se- The  experience of the United States 
curity of expectation through public or- is now demonstrating also that effective 
der, the enforcement of contracts, the 
sanctioning of corporate organization, 
the establishment of property relations, 
and countless more. In addition, there 

participation in a modern economy re- 
quires that people have the abilities ap- 
propriate to the opportunities which 
they ~vould occupy. In fact one of the 

is a myriad of services essential for de- basic premises of the current anti-pover- 
velopment (education, public utilities, ty programs in the United States is that 
etc.) which can in fact be supported only the comm~~nity, home and school influ- 

I 
by the state. ences which have shaped the poorer in- 

This intcgal relation of state anrl dividuals must be sl~pple~uented or modi- 

economy in the development process fied if the poorer people are to be able 
helps to explain both the ineffectiveness 
of development policies in underdevel- 
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to qualify for effective participation in 
our contemporary economy. 

If public policies for the mitigation 
or avoidance of poverty (i.e. the avoid- 
able non-welfare types of poverty) are 
to take systematic account of the shaping 
or "production" of individuals in the 
social process and this development of 
individuals is to be viewed as an eco- 
nomic process, it is necessary to supple- 
ment or extend the conception of the 
individual in theoretical formulations. 
Economic analysis in the more rigorous 
formulations posits a given individual: 
this is conformable with the simple fact 
that the active labor force of an economy 
is constituted of adults. Similarly, in 
politics the franchise is reserved for re- 
sponsible adults. But the social process 
which shapes and mis-shapes individuals 
is more inclusive. All are included, all 
their lives. And we are beginning to 
see that societies characterized by social 
disorganization are likely to produce 
frustrated people who are not qualified 
for effective participation in either state 
or economy. The  prospective conse- 
quences for state and economy of the so- 
cial disorganization which engulfs tradi- 
tional societies as they move toward mod- 
ernization are of much greater dimen- 
sions in developing countries, as in In- 
dia today. 

T o  sum up, chronic poverty is to be 
considered, to a significant degree, as 
among the consequences of the failure 
to develop an adequate integrated sys- 
tem of state, economy and society. This 
seems to be approximately the view of 
Kenneth Boulding in the observation 
that "poverty is not a condition of the 
individual person but is always a con- 
dition of a society or of a subculture 
within a society . . . Poverty is the prod- 
uct of social systems. Some cultures and 
subcultures breed poverty as surely as a 

waterfront breeds rats. Other societies 
and subcultures pursue unremittingly 
the long, hard climb out of poverty."1° 

That  persons should have rightful sta- 
tus in both state and economy is not a 
new idea. Some 400 years ago, Sir Thom- 
as Smith, Secretary to Queen Elizabeth I, 
formulated the idea of commonwealth 
out of the historic experience of Eng- 
land. He  published a small book called 
The Commonwealth of England." The  
leading idea of Sir Thomas was that 
participants in the commonwealth have 
both political and economic status. The  
commonwealth was both state and econo- 
my. Smith classified the participants in 
the commonwealth into three groups: 
the barons or lords; knights, esquires and 
gentlemen who live without manual la- 
bor; and the yeoman farmers. These 
were the "included" groups in 16th cen- 
tury England. The  fourth class was com- 
posed of day laborers, poor husbandmen; 
merchants or retailers who own no free . 

land: tailors, shoemakers, carpenters, 
brick makers, masons, etc. This fourth 
class included the "lowest and rascal sort 
of the people."12 As Sir Thomas Smith 
observed-these nonparticipating people 
have "no voice nor authoritie in our 
common-wealth, and no account is made 
of them but onlie to be ruled, not to rule 
others, and yet they are not altogether 
neglec ted."ls 

Thus the people with "voice" and "au- 
thority" were the few classes of land 

lo Kenneth Boulding. "Reflections on Poverty," 
Proceedings of the Social Welfare Forum (National 
Conference on Social Welfare 1961) (New York. New 
York: Columbia University Press. 1961). p. 45. 

=Sir Thomas Smith in The Commonwealth of 
England, 1806. originally published in Latin, 1567; 
in English 1589. References are to 1806 edition, 
and follow the discussion in J. R. Commons. Legal 
Foundations of Capitalism (New York. New York: 
Macmillan & Co.. 1924. 1959), pp. 31-47. 

Loc. cit. 
Zbid., p. 46. 
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owners. In modern terms, the landown- situations of Spanish A~iiericans and 
ers belonged to and controlled the estab- Puerto Ricans differ only by degree. T o  
lishment. They were the "included" overcome this disability, we have the civil 
ones; the rest were excluded-only to be rights movement. 
ruled, not to rule others. 

I 
Lacking political citizenship in much 

In the four centuries since Sir Thomas of the United States the Negroes have 
Smith's writing the "excluded" classes suffered job discrimination, inferior op- 
have been gradually winning their way portunities for education, etc. We thus 
into the commonwealth. First business have a relatively high percentage of Ne- 
became an honored occupation in Bri- groes living in poverty. This lack of 
tain and later more general rightful par- political status is being changed. The  
ticipation in the commonwealth was 1 history of Appalachia is, by and large, 
achieved. The  history of our branch of not one of a people with second-class po- 
this British tradition as institutionalized litical citizenship so much as second-rate 
in the United States, the Anglo-American economic and educational opportuni- 
tradition, differs from that of older coun- ties. However, the anti-poverty pro- 
tries in that, during most of our national grams in Appalachia seem to have stirred 
history, we have had a policy of univer- up a major political protest movement. 
sal suffrage. Although property owner- "The anger in the mountains comes from 
ship has qualified the right to vote, the the process of the poor people learning 
general policy has been one of universal their rights as citizens."14 
suffrage at least for white males, even We can thus view the past four hun- 
though being a "freeholder" was lorlg dred years of the Anglo-American tra- 
considered a distinctly honorable status. dition as a gradual whittling down of the 
This operative fact of universal suffrage extent of the classes of exclusion and 
has had a profound effect upon our his- widening the participation in the com- 
tory. monwealth. The  lesson which this his- 

~t is more than a figure of speech to tory seems to offer is that an ideal of 
say that throughout our national history commonwealth-of universal and right- 
we have been groping our way toward ful participation of all coinpete~it adults 
the achievement of a true commonwealth in a commonwealth, as both political 
in which all competent men and wornell citizens and econonlic citizens-is a nec- 
would be rightful participants. The  essary ideal of national development pol- 
land owners have always belonged. The  icy in a free society. This simple idea 
labor movement in this country has been of commonwealth, of the conditions of 
influenced by the fact that prospective inclusion in or exclusion from the estab- 
members were also political citizens. The  lishment, seems also to be meaningful for 
fact that we are a nation of immigrants the underdeveloped world. We have in 
has complicated the problem for us. But the great revolutionary struggles for 113- 

gradually the immigrants and especially tional developnlen t a continua tion or 
their children learned the language and reenactment of the great struggle of the 
won their way into full political statlls excluded to be included in the conlinon- 
in the commonwealth; as a group it is wealth, both as political c.itizens and as 
especially the Negroes among the de- 
scendents of immigrants who still have 
major political disabilities, altho~lgh the TNrn, yo,k Tiarrr, bfarrll 27, ,987, 22. 



14 POVERTY AN ISSUE IN DEVELOPMENT POLICY 

sGreat Society was the title of a popular book but even for the care and feeding Of by Graham Wallas (New York, New York: Mac- 
small children, such as the proposals that ,in,, k CO., 1914). 

occupants of secure economic opportuni- children living under conditions of so- 
ties. cia1 disorganization should, from the age 

The  vision of the Great Society which of two or three years onward, be cared 
President Johnson has enunciated, is es- for publicly and attend schools. 
sentially an adoption of the original idea 1, the United States the orientation 
of commonwealth and an extension Of ,f public policy has moved from a 
the idea of rightful status to included laissez-faire type of individualism of pio- 
participation in the social order as well neer days to the present groping for a 
as the economic and political orders.15 &"reat societyH in order to honor such 
Furthermore, the extension of the ideas great public purposes as equality and the 
of commonwealth to embrace the social dignity of the individual.  hi^ historic 
Order is being to embrace the ~ q u e n c e  has followed iartly from the 
kind of measures being found necessary fact that in ~~~~i~~ the modernization 
to overcome the disabilities which people process has occurred within the political, 
suffer who do not participate effectively legal and economic institutions which 
and equitably in the politica1 and eco- have largely shaped our society. I t  is in 
nomic Orders. We are learning that a this century (approximately) that the 
deprived childhood, combined with the economic and political consequences of 
social disorganization resulting from deficiencies in the social order, family 
broken families and other forms of root- lib, school, community, health services, 
less childhood, produces people who lack etc., have produced deprived and mis- 
the abilities, and perhaps even lack suf- shaped people in sufficient number t~ 
ficiently stable personalities to enable bring about an intolerable desTee of so- 

as to participate produc- cial disorganization, especially in our 
tively and responsibly in a complex, tech- cities. 
nological, interdependent urbanized so- 
ciety. 

The problems of poverty in the United 
States are more urgent by the fact 
that the traditional subsistence econo- 
mies no longer offer even a tolerable ref- 
uge for those not included in the mod- 
ern economy. These 66excludedw people 
are increasingly being congegated in 
our cities, making large areas of them un- 
safe and even uninhabitable. At the very 

t In the undeveloped countries, where 
can Occur Only trans- 

forming an antecedent and eco- 
"Omit 'Ystem, the Option is not Open as 
it the United States to a 

'YStem Of state and im- 
migrants in continental space made avail- 
able pushing the natives aside. In 
the 

as as economic and 

least, public agencies seem destined to, politica1 transformation. 
take on more and more responsibility, 
not only for planning for job opportuni- 
ties and education for political citizen- 


