The Other America – Discussion Questions

Chapter 1 – The Invisible Land
1. What are 8 reasons why the poor are invisible? Provide two of your own that are not offered in the reading. 

2. What are three ironies regarding the situation?

3. “The poor are that way because they are afraid of work. And anyway they all have big cards. If they were like me (or my father or my grandfather), they could pay their own way. But they prefer to live on the dole and cheat the taxpayers.” What does the author say to this? What is your response?

4. Identify the “culture of poverty”.
5. “To be impoverished is to be an internal alien. To grow up in a culture that is radically different from the one that dominates society.” What does this mean? What is your response?

6. What does the title of the chapter mean?

Chapter 2 – The Rejects

7. Explain what Harrington means by the “Economic underworld”? Your answer should include specifics, logistics, and examples of jobs. Why are the “immune to progress” according to the author?

8. Define “industrial poverty.”

9. What happened to the Maryland Shaft Number 1 on April 24th, 1958? What were the consequences? How does this speak to society’s issues in general both then and now?

10. When discussing the challenges of regional workers not finding jobs when they move, the author notes “the upside down effect is also at work: what was intended as an advantage becomes a disability.” What does he mean by this?
11. Why do the “cushions that have been built up by the welfare state and the unions to handle these problems” not solve all the issues?

12. What does the title of the chapter mean?

Chapter 3 – Pastures of Plenty
13. Harrington notes that “perhaps the harshest and most bitter poverty in the Untied States is to be found in the fields.” Why is this? (Note: consider the entire chapter)
14. In the Appalachians, “beauty can be a mask for ugliness.” What does this mean?

15. Explain what is meant by the property-owning poor.  Why is this peculiar (strange)?

16. What are the characteristics of the “rural culture of poverty”?

17. What happens in a state like Mississippi?

18. Where does the title of the chapter come from and what does it mean? 

19. Define the term “migrant worker.” What challenges did they face? What are the statistical problems with hired hands and migrants?

20. How are the farm poor double victims of technology?

Chapter 4 – If You’re Black, Stay Back
21. The author makes two similar points in the chapter.  First, “Negro poverty is unique in every way.” How and why? Later in the chapter he notes that “to belong to a racial minority is to be poor, but poor in a special way.” (Note: consider the entire chapter). Do you agree? 
22. How can Harlem be used as a case study for the issues mentioned in the chapter?
23. Sociologist Nathan Glazer has suggested that “the Negro suffers from being in, but not of American society.” What does that mean and do you agree? Why or why not?

24. How do death, religion, and politics play a role in Harlem for the African American?

25. Define the following terms: racism, stereotype, sharecropping, and Jim Crow.

26. “The more education a Negro has, the more economic discrimination he faces.” Why is this?

27. What does the title of the chapter mean? Is this still true today? Explain your answer.
Chapter 5 – Three Poverties
28. Using the entire chapter, provide five characteristics/descriptions/details of the each of the “three poverties” discussed in the chapter (Hint: the three are the intellectual poor, alcoholic poor and rural poor.)  You can do this in the form of a chart if you wish.
Chapter 6 – The Golden Years
29. What does the story of Louise W symbolize?
30. “Even when the old are not poor, they are the victims of the very technology that has given them longer life...indeed, it is an irony that leisure is a burden to the aged.” Explain this statement.
31. How did the elderly come to the culture of poverty?

32. Do you think the protection, guarantees and help tend to go to the strong and organized? Why?

33. What role does the social worker play with regards to the elderly/poor?

34. What does Harrington have to say about the health care system in this country? How does/could this conversation apply to events in today’s America?

35. What conclusions does Harrington draw from the analysis of the culture of aged poverty in the other America?

Chapter 7 – The Twisted Spirit
36. What was the main idea of the book Social Class and Mental Illness?
37. What “stress factors” were acknowledged in a study of “Midtown” in New York City?

38. Harrington notes that “their sickness was a product of poverty, instead of their poverty being a product of sickness.” What do you think about this statement?

39. What is the “personality of poverty”?

40. Define the term “slum.”

41. Why is “poverty expensive to maintain”?

42. What does the title of this chapter mean?
Chapter 8 – Old Slums, New Slums

43.  How is the slum a “social fact”?
44. What is the difference between the old slums and the new slums?

45. What is the current American answer to the problem of the slum? What are the positives and negatives to this “answer”?

46. What are the three “styles of life” that are the responses of the people in the Lower East Side project, according to sociologist Michael Miller?

47. According to Harrington, what agency in America is capable of eradicating both the slum and slum psychology from this land? Is this true? If so, why has it not happened?

48. Why is private ownership one of the great myths of American life?

Chapter 9 – The Two Nations

49. What is the fundamental paradox of the welfare state?

50. Did poverty have a future in the United States, according to Harrington? (Remember, this book was written in 1962!)

51. Define case poverty and insular poverty.

52. “Only the federal government has the power to abolish poverty.” How do you feel about this statement?
53. What does the title of this chapter mean? In other words, what are the two nations he is referring to?
