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	From the issue dated November 4, 2005


Reminders of Poverty, Soon Forgotten

By ALEXANDER KEYSSAR
For many Americans, Hurricane Katrina kicked up the hope that the United States might try once again to seriously address the problem of poverty. If we had forgotten that poor people still lived in the land of SUV's and hedge funds, we could no longer ignore that reality — not with the powerful news footage coming out of New Orleans. There they were, on our television screens, the storm's most desperate victims — disproportionately poor and black, wading through muddy water, carrying children and plastic bags containing a few meager possessions. An entire city was devastated, but some neighborhoods and some people were clearly hit far worse than others. One thing that being poor meant was that you didn't have the capacity to get out of the way of floodwaters when they came pouring down your street.

It took nearly a week, but the news media grabbed onto the issue, rediscovering poverty even while it was pounding the Federal Emergency Management Agency for its inept response to the storm. Major news magazines and television programs rushed to describe what the hurricane's aftermath revealed: Newsweek, for example, ran a cover emblazoned "Poverty, Race & Katrina: Lessons of a National Shame," containing a stunning blend of statistics and powerful photographs. We all learned that the charming, hedonistic city on the lower Mississippi had one of the highest poverty rates in the nation and that most of its poor were African-American. The New York Times apologetically acknowledged that, over the past decade, it had paid far more attention to New Orleans's restaurants than to the abject conditions in which many of its residents lived.

Hurricane Katrina seemed to be a wake-up call, a reminder to a prosperous nation that it still had domestic business to attend to. The cold fact that the fruits of recent economic growth had gone overwhelmingly to our richest citizens meant that millions of people continued to live in substandard housing, attend dysfunctional schools, travel slowly on broken-down public transportation systems, and die in overcrowded hospitals. While taxes were cut, public infrastructure — like the levees — was eroding, and an already frayed safety net was disintegrating. The poverty of many of Katrina's victims was an ugly and intolerable sight, and it seemed clear that we needed to do something about it.

That view, of course, was neither universal nor unalloyed by less benign portrayals of the men and women who were cast adrift by Katrina. From the beginning, there were reports of looting, of "thugs" seizing control of neighborhoods, of rapes and other violent crimes at sites where refugees had congregated; such reports — now known to have been exaggerated and distorted — made the victims seem less like our fellow citizens and more like denizens of another culture. Complaints were voiced that the people trapped in New Orleans had only themselves to blame, since they hadn't heeded the order to evacuate. (It turns out that a third of the city's African-American households did not own cars.) One reporter I spoke to said that when she interviewed middle-class escapees from the Gulf Coast, they criticized the government and the news media for giving too much attention and money to poor African-Americans in New Orleans.

Indeed, the early outbursts of indignation and hope — not about the wretched relief effort but about the exposure of poverty in Louisiana and Mississippi — began to fade as one week bled into the next. News stories about poverty slowed to a trickle, while reporters dashed to Texas to cover Hurricane Rita. Michael D. Brown resigned, and then blamed local officials for the chaos, while large, well-connected corporations signed no-bid contracts to rebuild swaths of Louisiana and Mississippi. Then the spotlight of national news attention began to shift altogether, away from the Gulf and toward Harriet Miers, the vote on the Iraqi constitution, the devastating earthquake in Pakistan, and the World Series.

Serious discussions of poverty policy can still be heard on NPR, and activists in Louisiana are determined not to let the issue disappear from view. The new head of FEMA has announced that he is revisiting the issue of no-bid contracts, while considerable quantities of relief are actually reaching the people of the Gulf Coast. But there is no crescendo of national public opinion about the presence of millions of poor people in our midst, and President Bush has not announced the creation of a national task force to combat poverty. Some conservatives in Congress, mean-while, seem determined to pay for the costs of Katrina by cutting other programs that, directly or indirectly, help the poor.

As a historian — and one who has taught and written about the history of poverty in the United StatesI should not have been surprised by that quick reversion to "normalcy" (although I was). With the immediate crisis over, and many of the victims of Katrina and Rita scattered around the region and beyond, it was entirely foreseeable that the spotlight of public attention would shift to other issues and locales. Those whose homes and jobs disappeared inevitably become absorbed in the tedious, slow, painful task of rebuilding their lives, while elsewhere men and women of good will — however moved by the initial events, and perhaps after writing a check or two — go about their business.

But the problem runs deeper. Disasters and crises in American history have, in fact, rarely produced any fundamental changes in economic or social policy. Natural disasters, like hurricanes, floods, earthquakes, and fire, are invariably local events, leaving too much of the nation unscathed to generate any broad-gauged shift in understanding or ideology. Moreover, the most readily adopted policy changes have involved technical issues, like the approval or revision of fire codes, the earthquake-proofing of new buildings, and the raising of the height of levees. The most far-reaching policy decision after the San Francisco earthquake of 1906 was to flood the beautiful Hetch Hetchy Valley to guarantee San Francisco a more reliable source of water.

Poverty, however, is not a technical issue, but a deep, structural problem that implicates our values, our economic institutions, and our conception of the proper role of the state. There are fixes, but no quick fixes — and no fixes that will not cost something to at least some other members of our society. Understandably, thus, there has always been resistance to government actions, such as increasing the minimum wage, that might aid the poor; and that resistance has long been grounded both in self-interest and in willful blindness of a type that does not succumb to relatively brief crises.

Nowhere is that more evident — or more relevant — than in the history of responses to the panics and depressions that have been a prominent feature of American economic life for almost two centuries. (We called them "panics" until the early 20th century, when widespread recognition that capitalist economies had business cycles led to the use of more reassuring words like "depression," "downturn," and, still later, "recession.")

As American society grew more industrial and urban in the 19th century, and as markets increasingly shaped the ability of its populace to earn a living, the impact of business-cycle downturns broadened and deepened. The long post-Civil War downturn of the 1870s, for example, toppled millions of people into destitution or near-destitution; arguably the first depression of the industrial era, it created widespread distress that prompted pioneering efforts to count the unemployed, while also contributing to outbursts of working-class violence in 1877. Less than a decade later (1884-86), the country lived through another downturn, followed in the 1890s by the most severe depression of the 19th century. The Panic of 1893 (which lasted until 1897) sharply lowered wages, while making jobs exceedingly scarce in many industries. It also prompted the first major protest march on Washington, a national movement of the unemployed led by Ohio's populist leader Jacob S. Coxey.

Yet many, if not most, Americans resisted the notion that millions of their fellow citizens were genuinely in need of aid. New York's distinguished Protestant cleric Henry Ward Beecher famously commented in 1877 that a man could easily support a family of eight on a dollar a day: "Is not a dollar a day enough to buy bread with? Water costs nothing; and a man who cannot live on bread is not fit to live." In the spring of 1894, after the dreadful winter that sparked the formation of Coxey's Army, Daniel B. Wesson, of Smith and Wesson, observed that "I don't think there was much suffering last winter." Others insisted that if men and women were destitute, it was because they were improvident or they drank: "Keep the people sober that ask for relief, and you will have no relief asked for," said Henry Faxon, a businessman from Quincy, Mass. Even Carroll D. Wright, who supervised the first count of the unemployed in American history in 1878 (and a few years later became the first head of the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics), expressed the view that most of the men who lacked jobs did not "really want employment."

Private charities, as well as what were called "overseers of the poor" (overseers? the language itself is telling), did, of course, provide some relief to the victims of economic crisis. Yet they did so grudgingly and warily, often insisting that recipients perform physical labor in return for food and fuel, while also (particularly with women) conducting home interviews to verify that applicants for aid were of good moral character. In many states, the sole legislative response to the depressions of the late 19th century was the passage of "anti-tramp" laws that made it illegal for poor workers to travel from place to place in search of work.

Over time, to be sure, the recurrence of panics, coupled with the learning gradually acquired by charity officials and dedicated antipoverty activists like settlement-house workers, did contribute to more-hospitable attitudes toward the poor. They also gave birth to new policy ideas (like unemployment insurance) that might help alleviate the problem of poverty. Such ideas, which began to gain a bit of traction in the early 20th century, were grounded in the supposition that American society had a responsibility to help not only the destitute, but also the poor: the millions of men and women who worked hard, and as steadily as they could, but lived in substandard conditions, a short distance from dire, material need.

Resistance to such proposals, however, did not vanish overnight: Suspicions that the poor were "unworthy" persisted, as did a reluctance to expand the role of government. Of equal importance, crisis conditions (as business-cycle theorists pointed out) did come to an end, lessening the visible urgency of the problem. That was particularly true during the first three, sharp depressions of the 20th century, in 1907-8, 1913-14, and 1920-22. The second of those led to the drafting of unemployment-insurance bills in several states, but by the time the bills were ready for legislative action, the economy was picking up, and interest had ebbed. In 1921 a charming, eccentric organizer named Urbain Ledoux put together sensational anti-unemployment demonstrations in both New York City and Boston, including mock auctions of unemployed "slaves" on the Boston Common. He garnered enough front-page attention to earn a meeting with President Warren G. Harding and an invitation to attend the President's Conference on Unemployment — which turned out to be a bureaucratic vehicle that effectively delayed action long enough for the economic crisis to come to an end, with no new policies put into place.

The Great Depression and the New Deal, of course, constitute the most dramatic and far-reaching exception to the pattern of a crisis causing (and revealing) poverty while yielding no basic changes in policy. As always, the exception sheds some light on the dynamics that produce the rule. The Great Depression gave rise to significant shifts in policy not just because the downturn was severe but also — and more important — because of its unprecedented length. There were few innovations in public responses to poverty and unemployment during the early years of the 1930s (no one, after all, knew that this depression would turn out to be the Great Depression), and the era's most durable, systematic legislation came more than two years after Franklin D. Roosevelt took office in 1933. The Social Security Act (with its provisions for unemployment and old-age insurance) and the Wagner Act (which strengthened the right of workers to join unions) were passed only in 1935, the same year that the pioneering work-relief programs of the Works Progress Administration were launched; the Fair Labor Standards Act, mandating a federal minimum wage, was not enacted until 1938, nearly a decade after the stock-market crash.

The greatest economic crisis in American history, thus, did not produce a quick turnaround in antipoverty policy, even though the ideas eventually put into effect had been circulating among progressives for decades. The recognition that millions of people were suffering (inescapable as early as 1931) was not enough to produce action. What was also needed was time for political movements to build and to generate a leadership with the political will to take action.

That involved not just the election of Roosevelt in 1932 (which was primarily a repudiation of Herbert Hoover) but also the Share-the-Wealth movement of Louisiana's own Huey P. Long, the election of many left-leaning Democrats to Congress in 1934, and Roosevelt's overwhelming re-election in 1936. It was at his second inaugural, in January 1937, that Roosevelt famously referred to "one-third of a nation ill-housed, ill-clad, ill-nourished" and committed his administration to dealing with the "tens of millions" of citizens "who at this very moment are denied the greater part of what the very lowest standards of today call the necessities of life." In language eerily resonant today (aimed at an audience with vivid memories of the deadly Labor Day Hurricane that struck Florida in 1935), Roosevelt also announced that his administration "refused to leave the problems of our common welfare to be solved by the winds of chance and the hurricanes of disaster."

The New Deal was a turning point not just because of the specific, permanent programs that the federal government adopted, but also because it expressed a new, dominant consensus about social justice and the role of government. The poverty of millions of Americans was viewed as a collective responsibility rather than an assembly of individual misfortunes or failures; and it became the responsibility of government to actively combat that poverty. The political will that Roosevelt voiced was precisely the will to embrace collective responsibility, which, as he himself observed, reflected a "change in the moral climate of America."

That same "moral climate" and political will also undergirded Lyndon B. Johnson's declaration of an "unconditional war on poverty" in 1964. Notably, the war on poverty did not originate in an economic crisis or a natural disaster: It was launched in a period of prosperity and linked directly to a middle-class recognition — akin to the "Katrina experience" — that poverty still existed within the plenty of post-World War II America. (The famous emblem of that recognition was John F. Kennedy reading Michael Harrington's The Other America.) Yet viewed from the perspective of 2005, what seems most remarkable about the war on poverty was neither the recognition that poverty still existed nor the mixed success of individual programs. Rather, it was the optimism of the "war" itself. In the mid-1960s, much of the political leadership of our nation actually believed that poverty could be eliminated from the richest nation on earth.

That optimism has eroded substantially over the last 40 years. The erosion has occurred, in part, because the war on poverty did not register the quick victory foreseen by officials like Sargent Shriver, the head of the Office of Economic Opportunity, who predicted in 1966 that the United States "virtually could eliminate" poverty. Although government programs did contribute to a decline in the poverty rate in the late 1960s and early 1970s (the official figure dropped from 22 percent to 11 percent between 1959 and 1973), progress stalled in the more uncertain and sluggish economic conditions of the 1970s and 1980s. Since the mid-1970s, in fact, the official rate has ranged up and down between 11 percent and 15 percent, roughly tracking the business cycle. The lack of decisive improvement after 1973 made possible Ronald Reagan's oft-quoted quip that the United States had conducted a war on poverty, and "poverty won." Americans like to keep their wars short.

Other factors also played a role. By the mid-1970s, social-welfare programs were becoming increasingly expensive, and, with the economy sputtering, public support for what appeared to be income redistribution began to sag. At the same time, critics of the war on poverty helped to resuscitate longstanding negative images of the poor as lazy and unworthy: For example, Russell Long, the influential Louisiana senator, insisted that the welfare system was being "abused by malingerers, cheaters, and outright frauds." Conservative intellectuals joined the fray with studies arguing that government programs had either failed to reduce poverty or made things worse. And in the 1980s public perceptions of poverty became increasingly linked to the image of a largely African-American "underclass" that was rife with crime and unresponsive to the benign ministrations of mainstream American society.

Accompanying all those developments, of course, were the ideological attacks on government itself that became ascendant with the election of Reagan and that still stymie efforts to mobilize the political will to combat poverty. For more than 25 years, it has been Republican orthodoxy that government is the problem, not the solution. If there is a solution to the issues facing the poor, it lies in the magic of the free market, in letting private enterprise generate jobs and growth. Republicans, moreover, have no monopoly on such views: The centrist Democrats who rose to power in the 1990s have embraced much of the market-centered orthodoxy, undeterred by the historical fact that economic growth alone has never solved the problem of poverty anywhere. It was, after all, the Democrat Bill Clinton who declared that the "era of big government" was over. Most Democratic leaders today seem, indeed, to lack the convictions of their New Deal and Great Society predecessors, convictions that made it possible to translate outrage and empathy into policy initiatives. While President Bush promotes market-friendly responses to the crisis in the Gulf Coast, Democrats remain on the sidelines, fearful of being associated with either "big government" or economic redistribution.

As Hurricane Katrina pulled back the veil on American poverty, many news commentators openly wondered whether the scenes we were witnessing would revive the war on poverty of the 1960s. Two months later it is clear that no such revival will happen. The long history of crises and natural disasters in the United States suggests that they rarely provide auspicious moments for major policy initiatives — unless the political will for such initiatives is pre-existing or can readily be mobilized. That surely is not the case today. Billions of dollars will be spent in the Gulf states, and New Orleans and Biloxi will be rebuilt. But there will be no new national programs to aid the poor, and precious little in the way of targeted antipoverty programs in the Gulf. Perhaps the most disturbing fact that Hurricane Katrina has placed before our eyes is our society's loss of faith in its ability to truly help the people whose faces we glimpsed in September.

Alexander Keyssar is a professor of history and social policy at the John F. Kennedy School of Government at Harvard University and the author of The Right to Vote: The Contested History of Democracy in the United States (Basic Books, 2000).
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