Poverty in American History, 1880-Present
An Informal Bibliography

Mark Huddle

Department of History, Geography and Philosophy

The following list of resources was culled from the syllabi of approximately twenty-years of American history classes that I have taught on the middle school, high school, and university levels.  Specifically Dwight Call asked me to compile a list of “articles, activities, and/or video clips” that faculty, interested in incorporating poverty issues into their courses, might find useful.  The list of materials below is in no way to be considered “complete” or “definitive.”  Since I am an American historian it does take the long-view and since my work is primarily in the Twentieth Century, the materials reflect that bias.  It is my hope that this compendium will be useful to faculty but also prompt others to share materials that have proven successful in their own classrooms.  

The materials are broken down into four periods:

1. “Discovering” Poverty:  The Gilded Age and Progressive Eras, 1880-1920

2. The Great Depression, 1929-1941

3. “Re-Discovering” Poverty:  The “Other America,” 1960-1980

4. Contemporary Poverty Issues

Each section of this informal annotated bibliography contains texts, videos, and websites.  While there are a few articles, historical journal pieces specifically focused on poverty are few and far between.  Most of the texts are ripe for excerpting as are the documentaries listed here.  Also I have many of these resources and I like to share so if anything looks interesting drop me a line.  I will at least know how you can get a hold of these things.

1.  “Discovering” Poverty:  The Gilded Age and Progressive Eras, 1880-1920

Texts
Jacob Riis, How The Other Half Lives:  Studies Among the Tenements of New York (New York:  Dover Publications, 1971).

Originally published in 1890, Riis’s brand of photo-journalism was revolutionary and it sparked reform movements dedicated to eradicating poverty.  

Jacob Riis, The Battle with the Slums (New York:  Dover Publications, 1998).

Considered a sequel to How The Other Half Lives, this text is in some ways more useful for its discussion of the structural causes of ghettoization and economic inequality.
Jane Addams, Twenty Years at Hull-House (New York:  Signet Classics, 1999).

A frank discussion of both the settlement-house movement and Addams’s long career in public policy-making and politics.

Hilda Polachek, I Came a Stranger:  The Story of a Hull-House Girl, Women in American History Series (Urbana:  University of Illinois Press, 1991).

This text is the memoir of Hilda Polachek, a Polish immigrant who experienced brutal, abject poverty but who found her way out by way of Jane Addams’s Hull House.  Polachek eventually climbed out of Chicago’s ethnic ghettos, got an education, and became a settlement-house worker and political activist.  

Deborah Hopkinson, Shutting Out the Sky:  Life in the Tenements of New York, 1880-1924 (New York:  Orchard Books, 2003).

Technically a young adult book, this excellent little text tells the story of five immigrants and their struggles with homelessness, economic exploitation, lack of access to the political process and a host of other social ills.  The archival photographs are really excellent.

Raymond Bial, Tenement:  Immigrant Life on the Lower East Side (Boston:  Houghton Mifflin, 2002).

For those interested in teaching visual literacy, this is a wonderful—if often heartbreaking—collection of archival photographs of tenement-life during the first half of the twentieth century.

Video Resources
Decent film clips for teaching poverty issues in Gilded Age and Progressive Era America are usually bound up in documentaries about immigration.  For some of the richest images see:

Island of Hope, Island of Tears:  The Story of Ellis Island and the American Immigration Experience, dir. Charles Guggenheim (Guggenheim Productions, 1989), DVD.

Guggenheim selects and tells the stories of a group of men, women and children immigrating to the United States between 1890 and 1924.  Those stories are always framed by the joblessness, homelessness, poverty, and often political repression that was the catalyst for immigration in the first place.

Web Resources
Of course all immigration to the United States wasn’t Eurocentric.  The American Memory Collection of the Library of Congress has a series of excellent photo-essays on the struggles of the poor from Asia and Latin America.  Particularly notable is the collection:

“The Chinese in California, 1850-1925,” http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/award99/cubhtml/cichome.html
There are also a number of websites dedicated to the social photography of Lewis Hine who for nearly fifty years documented the travails of the working poor and especially the evils of child labor.  Hine believed the camera was a tool for social justice and the photograph was a potential catalyst to action.  (See Lewis Hine, “Social Photography, in Alan Trachtenberg, ed., Classic Essays on Photography (New Haven:  Leete Island Books, 1980), 109-114.)

The University of Virginia has an excellent website devoted to the photography of both Jacob Riis and Hine.  See Kay Davis, “Documenting the ‘Other Half:’  The Social Reform Photography of Jacob Riis and Lewis Hine,” http://xroads.virginia.edu/~ma01/Davis/photography/home/home.html.  The photographs alone are a goldmine of teaching opportunities but the short contextual essays are excellent as well.

Also see “The History Place:  Child Labor in America 1908-1912:  The Photographs of Lewis W. Hine,”  http://www.historyplace.com/unitedstates/childlabor/.  This site presents one of Hine’s most effective photo exhibits with the original captions.

2.  The Great Depression, 1929-1941:  Of course whole libraries have been written about the economic catastrophe of the 1930s.  The following resources were chosen for the classroom value, and again, the ease with which they might be excerpted.
Texts
Robert S. McElvaine, ed., Down and Out in the Great Depression:  Letters from the Forgotten Man (Chapel Hill:  University of North Carolina Press, 1983).

Great collection of primary sources, these letters were written to Franklin and Eleanor Roosevelt during the Great Depression.  The letters from children are especially affecting and easily excerpted.

Studs Terkel, Hard Times:  An Oral History of the Great Depression (New York:  New Press, 2000).

One of the classic oral histories, Hard Times is an excellent text for humanizing the suffering of this period.

David L. Carlton and Peter Coclanis, eds., Confronting Southern Poverty in the Great Depression:  The Report on Economic Conditions of the South with Related Documents, Bedford Series in History and Culture (Boston/New York:  Bedford/St. Martins, 1996).

Bringing the Depression home, this book reprints Roosevelt’s 1938 economic report that declared the South to be the nation’s number one economic problem.  It provides an excellent—and concise—survey of the region’s economic deprivations.

John Steinbeck, The Harvest Gypsies:  On the Road to the Grapes of Wrath (Berkeley:  Heyday Books, 2002).

Most are familiar with Steinbeck’s Depression-era fiction.  This book compiles much of his journalism from the period.  That writing provided the inspiration for books like The Grapes of Wrath and In Dubious Battle.
Theodore Rosengarten, All God’s Dangers:  The Life of Nate Shaw (Chicago:  University of Chicago Press, 2000).

A classic memoir of Nate Shaw, a Black sharecropper and organizer of the Southern Tenant Farmers Union, this text is full of powerful descriptions of rural impoverishment.

Richard Wright, 12 Million Black Voices (New York:  Basic Books, 2002).

Wright uses images from the FSA photographic archive and his own powers as essayist to analyze African American rural poverty.

James Agee and Walker Evans, Let Us Now Praise Famous Men (New York:  Mariner Books, 2001).

This collection contains essays, stories, poems and Evans’s classic photographs to tell the story of families of southern white tenant-farmers.  

Eskine Caldwell and Margaret Bourke-White, You Have Seen Their Faces (Athens:  University of Georgia Press, 1995).

Very similar in style and structure to Riis’s How The Other Half Lives except that Caldwell allows the rural poor to tell their own stories.  Excellent oral histories.

Video Resources
There are any number of fiction-films that deal with the themes of the Depression.  One that I have had good experiences with is King Vidor’s 1934 production Our Daily Bread.  The film, shot in a documentary style, follows a group of impoverished and unemployed workers as they expropriate a shuttered factory for their own use.  

A second film that is both entertaining and bracingly “real” in terms of its use in teaching poverty issues from this period is Preston Sturges’s Sullivan’s Travels.  At first a screwball comedy about a privileged film director who steps over to the other side of the tracks in order to make a movie, the film propels itself towards the dark side of the “American Dream,” as the young director, played by Joel McCrea, must confront the hard realities of poverty and suffering.  

Documentary resources for this period are also very rich.  Pare Lorentz’s New Deal documentary about the man-made nature and human suffering caused by the Dust Bowl is available online via archive.org.  See Pare Lorentz, The Plow That Broke the Plains, http://www.archive.org/details/PareLorentz-ThePlowThatBrokeThePlains.  

Also useful for the stock footage it provides is the History Channel’s four-part series The Great Depression.  Unfortunately the analysis is stale and pedestrian.  But the images provide excellent clip-fodder for classroom use.  Likewise the 2009 documentary, The Panic Is On:  The Great Depression as Seen by the Common Man, is short on analysis but many of the first-person accounts of the experiences of poverty and the strategies for survival are excellent.  

One other very fine film that bears mentioning is the documentary Riding the Rails (1997).  Again the center-piece is first-person accounts of the mass migrations of the unemployed during the 1930s.  The filmmaker does an excellent job of drawing in popular culture—especially folk-songs—to discuss the deep psychological impact of economic deprivation.  

Web Resources
The Great Depression and New Deal are widely represented on the World Wide Web.  However, there are a handful of websites that I require my students to bookmark when we are covering this material.  

By far the most comprehensive site is “The New Deal Network,”  http://newdeal.feri.org/.  It is your one-stop shop for all things dealing with the Great Depression years.  Documents, letters, essays, photographs, political cartoons—the site is very nearly comprehensive.  There are also lesson plans that deal specifically with the theme of poverty and how Americans struggled with it.  Included are letters from hurting Americans to the First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt which are excellent for class discussions.

The 1930s was a decade when the government spent resources to document the extent of this economic suffering.  The Farm Security Administration, under the direction of Roy Stryker, employed a team of America’s finest photographers to fan out across the country to photography the devastation.  The FSA/OWI Photographic Archive is one of the largest photo archives in the world.  Take as a whole the archive provides a sociological record of the nation at the specific moment of crisis.  The Library of Congress has many of the most famous images from the period up on its American Memory Collection site.  See:  http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/fsahtml/fahome.html.  That particular online exhibit is also broken down by individual photographer.  

For those faculty who teach visual literacy, a very helpful teaching tool is James Curtis’s essay, “Making Sense of Documentary Photography,” which looks at the work of the FSA photographers, in particular Walker Evans and Dorothea Lange, and shows how many of our most iconic images of the Depression were compose.  Curtis’s essay is available via .pdf file:

http://historymatters.gmu.edu/mse/photos/photos.pdf
3.  “Re-Discovering Poverty:  The “Other America,” 1960-1980
Anne Moody, Coming of Age in Mississippi (New York: Delta Books, 2004).

Moody’s memoir genders the impact of rural poverty as well as describing in detail the impact of the Civil Rights Movement on the more isolated areas of the South.

Michael Harrington, The Other America:  Poverty in the United States (New York:  Scribner, 1997).

Harrington’s expose was a combination of muck-raking investigative journalism and economic analysis.  It was also part of the inspiration for LBJ’s War on Poverty.

Harry Caudill, Night Comes to the Cumberlands:  A Biography of a Depressed Area (Jesse Stuart Foundation, 2001).
Although Caudill’s book is full of stereotypes about mountain people, his in-depth look at the eastern Kentucky coalfields and the rapacious exploitation of miners and their families provoked national outrage.  This study was a major catalyst for the legislation that resulted in the creation of VISTA.  Caudill’s study was followed by a number that made many of the same mistakes in their characterizations of mountain people but that also provided some excellent first-hand accounts of Appalachian poverty.  See for instance Jack E. Weller, Yesterday’s People:  Life in Contemporary Appalachia (Lexington:  University Press of Kentucky, 1965).

Frances Fox Piven, Regulating the Poor:  The Functions of Public Welfare (New York:  Vintage 1971; 1993).

Piven’s book is a classic study of how the welfare state creates structural mechanisms that perpetuate poverty rather than help alleviate it.  This is not the tired old “culture of poverty” argument but an incisive critique of how liberal social policy and its reliance on antiquated notions of the market fails to help the powerless in our midst.

John Gaventa, Power and Powerlessness:  Quiescence and Rebellion in an Appalachian Valley (Urbana:  University of Illinois Press, 1982).

This is a classic study that in effect challenges many of the notions put forward by writers like Harry Caudill, Jack Weller, and perhaps to a lesser extent Michael Harrington.  Gaventa demonstrates how grassroots community organizations across the mountain South mobilize to fight poverty and challenge the corporate forces that have so effectively exploited the region.  This same line of inquiry is pursued in Stephen Fisher, Fighting Back in Appalachia:  Traditions of Resistance and Change (Philadelphia:  Temple University Press, 1993).  Both books are essential in the literature of poverty in Appalachia.

Richard Etulain, Cesar Chavez:  A Brief Biography with Documents, Bedford Series in History and Culture (Boston/New York:  Bedford/St. Martins, 2002).

This is a new addition to the fine Bedford Series in History and Culture.  It begins with an excellent—and short—biography of United Farm Workers founder and president Cesar Chavez and is followed by primary source documents that trace the struggle to organize the vegetable fields in the 1960s and 70s.  Excellent.

Video Resources
The Harvest of Shame, dir. Fred Friendly w/ Edward R. Murrow, 1960:  This CBS New documentary was shown on Thanksgiving evening 1960 in order to drive home to the American people that the bounty they were partaking of was largely provided by a nearly invisible pool of the working poor.  CBS correspondents follow a group of migrant farm laborers from Florida to New Jersey as they followed seasonal work northward.  The interviews with the children are especially poignant.  The film was actually kept off the air for 18 months because members of Congress thought that its honest depictions of American poverty would harm the nation abroad in our battle for hearts and minds with the Soviet Union.

Lyndon Johnson’s State of the Union; the “War on Poverty” Speech:  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qfT03Ihtlds
LBJ Campaign Ad 1964, the War on Poverty:  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AcUFr3u6hAc
Excerpt from the American Experience, Lyndon B. Johnson:  The Great Society:  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=znQKueSDpvI&feature=related
Web Resources
History Poverty Statistics, 1959-2006, US Census Department:  http://www.census.gov/hhes/www/poverty/histpov/hstpov2.html
4.  Contemporary Poverty Issues
Victoria Rader, Signal Through the Flames:  Mitch Snyder and America’s Homeless (New York:  Sheed and Ward, 1986).

My own interest in poverty issues began in 1983 when I went to work for homeless activist Mitch Snyder and the Community for Creative Non-Violence at the Second Street Shelter in Washington, DC.  The definitive Snyder biography has yet to be written but this one has a number of excellent, and often inspiring, chapters on the evolution of Mitch’s own activism.  Excerpts would work well with a screening of Samaritan, a made-for-television bio-pic about Snyder starring Martin Sheen.
Alex Kotlowitz, There Are No Children Here:  The Story of Two Boys Growing Up in the Other America (New York:  Anchor Books, 1992).

Kotlowitz’s classic follows two young brothers as they attempt to survive in one of Chicago’s most notorious housing-projects.  It is a brilliant meditation on the pathologies of urban economic deprivation and violence.  This is a book I’ve used many times with great effect.

Jonathan Kozol, Amazing Grace:  The Lives of Children and the Conscience of a Nation (New York:  Harper Perennial 1996).

There any number of books by Kozol that would be appropriate to this theme.  This is my personal favorite and another book that has worked well in the classroom.  Kozol’s book focuses on the Mott Haven neighborhood of the South Bronx and in particular on the lives and experiences of the children there.  

Barbara Ehrenreich, Nickel and Dimed:  On (Not) Getting by in America (New York:  Holt 2008 ed.).

A brilliant meditation on the “invisibility” of the so-called “working-poor.”  Ehrenreich worked as a waitress, maid, cleaning woman, and Wal-Mart clerk in order to understand the plight of those who labor every day but struggle to survive.  This is one of the best books out there on contemporary poverty issues.

Mike Yankoski, Under the Overpass:  A Journey of Faith on the Streets of America (Multnomah Books, 2005).

Yankoski lived as a homeless person for five months in order to understand the experience of abject poverty.  It is a powerful indictment of a nation that largely ignores the plight of thousands of voiceless, powerless Americans.  

David K. Shipler, The Working Poor:  Invisible in America (New York:  Vintage Books, 2005).

This book was a part of a surge of interest on the so-called working poor.  It offers the deep analysis that Ehrenreich’s first-person experiences cannot.  Excerpts would also work well with the documentaries listed below, especially the ABC News Special Report, America’s Working Poor.
Kent B. Germany, New Orleans after the Promises:  Poverty, Citizenship and the Search for the Great Society (Athens:  UGA Press, 2007).

As a former resident of New Orleans I’ve been very interested in understanding the causes of the terrible poverty of that city that was laid bare in the aftermath of the Katrina disaster.  Germany’s excellent study takes the long view to understand how public policy, market ideology, and woeful mismanagement created NOLA’s seemingly permanent underclass and contributed to the debacle post-hurricane.

Michael Eric Dyson, Come Hell or High Water:  Hurricane Katrina and the Color of Disaster (New York:  Basic Civitas Books, 2007).

This is one of Dyson’s most controversial works.  He argues that much of the Katrina disaster could have been avoided and much of the calamity was the result of race and class bias.  It is short and provides excellent fodder for class debate.

Video Resources
ABC News Nightline, America’s Working Poor, DVD 2007.

Edward Rosenstein, dir., Waging a Living, DVD 2005.

These two films follow the lives of American citizens who work long hours but are barely able to scrape by and the many variables—from public policy to health insurance—that conspire to trap them in a never-ending cycle of debt and poverty.  

Philippe Diaz, dir., The End of Poverty?  Think Again, DVD 2010

This award-winning film looks at poverty as a global issue by tracing the systemic problems of global capitalism and the trade policies of so-called First-World nations vis-à-vis the developing countries of the world.

Web Resources
There is no shortage of online resources dedicated to contemporary poverty issues.  Those listed below are generally either interactive or are updated with the latest data regularly.  

History Poverty Statistics, 1959-2006, US Census Department:  http://www.census.gov/hhes/www/poverty/histpov/hstpov2.html
University of California Atlas of Global Inequality:  http://ucatlas.ucsc.edu/
Poverty in American Project:  http://www.povertyinamerica.psu.edu/
Global Action Atlas:  Poverty and Hunger:  http://www.actionatlas.org/humanitarian/poverty-hunger/uid/paaB342AA6251A405B43
